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Abstract 
 Digital game development, seeking opportunities to extend its reach and augment its 
capabilities in a competitive global market, requires the institutions around it to respond and 
reconfigure to its needs. In Canada, collaborations between digital game industries and 
educational institutions coalesce around the need to identify and draw students into a tailored 
educational stream where narrowly defined forms of creativity and knowledge maintain a 
fluidity amenable to the needs of capital. Provincial and federal government endorsement, 
supplemented with targeted policy measures, presides over a repurposing of the relationship 
between post-secondary education, business, and society as a whole, translating monopolies 
of labour and knowledge into monopolies of power. For educational institutions however, 
this process of adaptation is necessarily an incomplete one. 
 Using document data, along with interviews of administrators and professionals who 
negotiate the space between industry and education, this dissertation targets three regions of 
Canada with idiosyncratic industrial ecosystems, institutional networks, administrative 
imperatives, and specific demands for skilled game development labour. In Vancouver, 
Montréal, and Southern Ontario, the disciplining of students as ideal neoliberal subjects 
exacerbates ongoing tensions regarding labour in digital media industries. This dissertation 
contends that the further intensification of the flexibility of educational institutions and their 
attempt to adapt to the speed of digital capital is a moment of high risk: in negotiating their 
adequacy and legitimacy in a neoliberal mode of capital, educational programs and their 
students are exposed to rapidly changing market conditions, competing agendas, and 
economic crises. The contingencies and contradictions present within administrative 
subjectivities generate spaces to establish the terms of a recomposition of post-secondary 
education that requires new arrangements of affinity within educational networks. 
 
Keywords 
video games; game development; education; university; neoliberalism; administration; 
political economy, knowledge transfer.  
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1. Introduction 
 It was an auspicious start for Calvin Gotlieb, now widely hailed as "Canada's 
Father of Computing". Long before the first digital game, Gotlieb was tasked with 
designing artillery shells outfitted with radio proximity fuses to be fired at specific angles 
and detonated close to enemy aircraft in World War II, an experience that exposed him to 
the possibilities of digital computing systems (Conrath). After earning his Physics 
doctorate in 1947, he co-founded the nation's first computation centre at the University of 
Toronto, which became the only site in the country for computer manufacturing and 
computing services. There he developed the first course about computing and in 1964 he 
was instrumental in developing Canada's first graduate program in computer science. For 
this and many other achievements in his long career at the U of T, Dr. Gotlieb was 
awarded the Order of Canada. He is likely less known for a speech delivered in Tokyo at 
the International Federation for Information Processing (Ifip) annual conference in 
October of 1980. Gotlieb's talk, entitled “Computer - A Gift of Fire”, recalled the legend 
of Prometheus: 
As the computer technology spreads globally, it begins to behave like 
other modern technologies in that undesirable side effects appear. Much 
more serious than computer effects on privacy are the impacts of 
microprocessors on industrial employment. Another issue arises from 
evidence presented by managers and social scientists that using computers 
in decision making can lead to systems which are too rigid and, especially 
in government, to procedures which fail to meet human needs. In addition, 
many countries see growing computer imports as threats to their balance 
of payments and technological sovereignty. Inevitably, the use of 
computers will become more controversial. (863) 
One week later, Computerworld magazine ran the headline “Canadian Expert Calls 
Computers Job Killers” above an article covering Gotleib's appearance (N. French). 
 Universities and colleges in Canada now find themselves deeply immersed in the 
process of digital game development, increasingly dependent on the ability of computers 
and games to create jobs and not kill them. Educational programs, with feedback from 
game developers, have formed at the beginning of the twenty-first century that address 
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specific needs in the labour pool of regions across the country. Policy-related discussions 
that focus on “innovation” and “growth” either note enthusiasm on the part of universities 
to interact at a more integrated level with game developers or highlight the need for new 
collaborations (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2008, Secor). A topic often elided within these 
discussions is the capacity of post-secondary education to respond to the constantly 
shifting needs and whims of global capital, and the risks involved in such ventures. 
 Such activities contribute greatly to the generation of a knowledgeable workforce 
who must be technically proficient but also be aware and adaptable to both the activities 
of a wide consumer demographic and vocal gamer communities. As skilled digital 
labourers start their own game development projects or find employment with companies, 
they encounter different working conditions that may vary wildly with project dictates 
and deadlines. The often inconsistent and precarious qualities of their work opens up 
opportunities to produce and consume in ways that may defy a narrative of domination 
and capture.  
 Degree and diploma programs target specific skill and knowledge sets though 
internships, research contracts, support for entrepreneurial endeavours and interaction 
with industry experts. Networks of researchers, built over time, utilize the university 
infrastructure available to them with both public and private funding. The intensive 
negotiation of administrator, industry and government interests produces an educational 
context replete with accomplishment, conflict and contingency. Post-secondary 
education, in changing the face and the fate of the digital games industry, in turn impacts 
post-secondary educational mandates and governance in Canada in the long-term. At the 
same time, compromises are made by digital game developers in order to gain entry into 
academia that expose strategic advantage, tension and stratification within the industry 
itself.  
 I argue that the ever-growing ubiquity of digital games—as a cultural engine, an 
economic engine, and a contemporary form of communication—presents a challenge for 
post-secondary education. The university is a special institution, isolated yet profoundly 
connected, producing the knowledge that makes digital entertainment media possible but 
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also seeking to understand the ramifications of this knowledge. The need for continued 
research on this largely unexplored topic is reflected in rapidly shifting landscape of 
digital game production, distribution and reception, and simultaneous transformations in 
the structure of contemporary academia.  
 The act of communication defines the “material” conditions of existence in a 
fundamental way. As such, the conditions around and within the production of that act 
are crucial to an understanding of culture. What is being communicated in the flow of 
knowledge and power between digital games and educational institutions? In order to 
properly contextualize this research, I will first have to explore what exactly makes the 
relationship between the institution of the university and the digital game industry worthy 
of critical appraisal.  
 Using regional studies, I capture specific characteristics of the contemporary 
university as it relates to the concurrent growth of digital capital, and formulate a critique 
that speaks to ongoing discourses on corporatization and bureaucratization within 
education, in Canada and beyond (Readings, Dyer-Witheford, Cyber-Marx). Regional, 
national, and global labour flows, industry requirements within capital, and provincial 
and national government policy all have a part to play in this discussion. This research 
project is intended to explore the implicit or explicit links between the network of post-
secondary educational institutions in Canada and the digital games industry, and its 
effects on academic work and academic life. I examine institutional academic 
associations with game companies, industry-oriented academic research networks, and 
other education initiatives within regional clusters of activity. To understand the 
significance of these relationships within a Canadian context, this project expands on a 
number of the significant developments in digital games research, identifying specific 
innovations, debates and controversies cultivated within Canadian post-secondary 
institutions.  
 Even the most optimistic of accounts of digital game related degree programs note 
that in an environment where universities are pressured to increase program offerings and 
enrollment, “ a pedagogical debate... considering the merits of vocational and 
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interdisciplinary teaching philosophies” brings to bear the risks of degrees that may be 
too industry-specific or not easily transferable (Davidson 70). At the same time, major 
shifts have occurred within the administrative/bureaucratic structure of educational 
institutions. This includes the introduction of University Industry Liaison positions and 
departments whose mandate is to coordinate and intensify the transfer of certain forms of 
knowledge that serve the needs of the private sector. Additionally, third party 
organizations operate within the interstices between educational institutions and industry, 
determined to direct program mandates and infrastructure and manage the flow of human 
resources. As these connections become integrated and concretized into an ongoing 
pattern of so-called “knowledge transfer”, the difference between the stated aims of the 
university those of technical and professional schools begin to dissolve. I contend that the 
relationship between the digital game industry and post-secondary institutions can 
indicate future trends in corporate-university partnerships in an environment of high-
paced digital capital.  
Digital Games 
 This research is indebted to an emerging body of political, economic and cultural 
analysis of digital games as cultural industries (Kerr, Business and Culture), as vital 
components of the expanding military-entertainment complex (Nieborg), as staging 
grounds for new economies and forms of labour (Kücklich, Playbour), and as sites of 
struggle (Dyer-Witheford and Coleman). Kline, Dyer-Witheford, and de Peuter in 2003 
explore the political economy of the digital game industry, situating digital games as an 
“ideal” commodity form for new capitalist structures of accumulation (60-70). Digital 
games represent a type of commodity which depends on the characteristically post-
Fordist imperative to re-invent, adapt, and penetrate markets at a blinding pace: “The 
need first to establish a new product and then incessantly to renew the appeal in a 
perpetual-innovation product based on constant technological upgrades and the 
exhaustion of short-lived entertainment values has propelled it to extraordinary lavishness 
and ingenuity of promotional effort” (Kline, Dyer-Witheford, and de Peuter 73). As the 
authors note, this mode of production and reproduction of the industry impacts every 
facet of digital games, from the ways they take advantage of technological innovation and 
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spawn new labour patterns to the ways they are marketed and played by consumers 
around the globe. My analysis of the digital games industry begins with the assertion that 
the labour implicated in the production, circulation and consumption of digital games—
situated at the edge of technological capability and technical/professional expertise—is 
crucial to an understanding of the current configuration of capitalism.  
 Perhaps the most concentrated and comprehensive account of the digital games 
industry in Canada is provided by Dyer-Witheford and Sharman in 2005, who analyze the 
social, economic, and political conditions in which the industry operates. They situate 
Canada as a favourable climate for digital game production, in terms of a trained labour 
force, governmental support and relatively low wages compared to other countries (200-
202). Regarding the involvement of post-secondary education in supplying labour to the 
digital games industry, the education available has for the most part been tangential in 
nature, covered mostly by multimedia design and computer science programs across the 
country. Other, more specialized areas of education needed in fields like game design are 
provided by the industry themselves, from internships and training placements to more 
formalized school environments (201). The conclusion made by Dyer-Witheford and 
Sharman is that the Canadian educational system as a whole “...does not provide much 
game-specific training” (201). Since this article was published, developments in the 
digital games industry, most notably in Vancouver, Montréal, and to a lesser extent 
Southern Ontario, indicate a much more integrated and collaborative approach to 
education is underway. While the first efforts have already been undertaken, Dyer-
Witheford and Sharman's analysis points to a gap in the knowledge of how this 
development of training programs actually occurs. They clearly map a process of 
corporate/university interaction that are still in its early stages. It is the intention of this 
research project to delve deeper into this process. 
Introduction to Regional Studies 
 The Canadian context stands as a particularly rich example of an ongoing process 
of intra-institutional collaboration and contestation. Using documents compiled from the 
digital games industry and their collaborators in educational institutions, along with 
corresponding media discourses, I suggest that as digital games represent a valuable 
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example of the growth of new forms of media, the educational institutions vital to this 
process are forced to renegotiate their function and relationship to society as a whole. 
Interviews conducted with post-secondary administrators and representatives from the 
video game industry add to a rich discourse detailing the intersection of institutions and 
private interests. The intensification of university/industry interactions, and the growth of 
professional degree programs and formal partnerships with industry represent a strong 
shift in the structure of the university to align with the needs of capital, and a 
commitment to rapid institutional change which may or may not be sustainable. 
 The imperative to merge education with digital games—led by powerful interests 
in the global digital games industry with the support of government at the provincial and 
federal level—coincides with astounding growth in both digital game production and 
consumption in Canada. Statistics generated by industry in 2011 estimates that roughly 
15,700 employees in 347 companies in 2011 generate $1.7 billion in economic activity 
for the country. The economic output is expected to accelerate to 17 percent amidst 
turmoil due to the global economic downturn beginning in 2008 (Secor 6).  
 Industry-funded research asserts that a high demand for workers persists, despite 
distressing reports from other industrial sectors. Across Canada the percentage of video 
game companies hiring (or intending to hire) new graduates is 60% in 2011, a proportion 
that is expected to increase to 77% by 2013. Similarly, the average number of new 
graduates hired per company is expected to increase from 3 to 8 in 2013; a typical mid-
sized or large video game company expects to hire 24 to 26 new graduates in 2013, up 
from 10 to 16 this year (Secor 7). This figure does not include the growth of closely 
interrelated sectors of digital media: film and television, with its 3D animation, post-
production and visual special effects, Internet startups, computing software development, 
and hardware developers. Game development activity has grown primarily around urban 
areas in Canada, drawing workers to cities with a growing reputation for digital media 
jobs within the country and even globally: “Most of this employment - upwards of 80% - 
is based in British Columbia and Québec. Ontario accounts for only 14% of employment 
despite having the greatest number of firms - 36% of the national total compared to 28% 
and 21% for BC and Québec respectively” (Hickling Arthurs Low 3).  
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 In Montréal, a digital game production program jointly managed by four 
educational institutions and digital games developer Ubisoft was officially unveiled in 
2005, with the aim of streamlining the education and training of game designers badly 
needed in the local job market (“Ubisoft”). The establishment of the “Ubisoft Campus” in 
Montréal is a particularly interesting example of industry/university partnership in 
Canada. The tax policy in Québec is such that game developers enjoy tax credits at a rate 
that surpasses most regions internationally (Dyer-Witheford and Sharman 198-199). The 
desire at the provincial level to lure the digital gaming industry into the province has 
clearly resulted in the fostering of a favourable climate for game development, with the 
assistance of Universities, colleges and CEGEPs in a number of regions. While the 
Ubisoft Campus model led to similar partnerships in other game development nodes of 
activity across the globe, its mandate and legitimacy was tested in a region with 
developers competing for skilled digital labourers (Silcoff, French, Ubisoft Montreal). 
 Similarly, an industry-focused Masters of Digital Media program associated with 
four post-secondary institutions in British Columbia opened in late 2007, with the 
assistance of a provincial government eager to make Vancouver a hub for digital game 
production (McCarthy). This example of digital games industry involvement in post-
secondary education aptly demonstrates the rapid shifts in institutional policy and long-
term strategy that will be the focus of this research project. Professional, graduate-level 
degree programs in Digital Media, Sustainability, and Arts and Culture bear the seals of 
four schools, including UBC, Simon Fraser University, BCIT and the Emily Carr 
University of Art and Design.  
 The campus and its programs were developed with the assistance of the British 
Columbia Government, which has a vested interest in the development of the province as 
a hub for digital game production. Accordingly, the goals of the campus and its programs 
include a strong mandate of supporting economic development in the region. As part of 
their charter principles, the Great Northern Way Campus and its institutional partners 
state clearly that “The vision must be sensitive to the needs of the British Columbia 
economy”. These needs include, but are not limited to “pure and applied 
research/technology transfer”, “research incubators” and “partnerships with the private 
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and public sectors” (Great Northern Way Campus). With a major studio based in 
Vancouver, Electronic Arts (EA) is one of many game developers based in the region. In 
order to maintain a highly skilled and relatively stable pool of workers in the region, it is 
no surprise that EA is keen to tap into this labour force and streamline the quantity and 
quality of prospective employees. The zeal to generate an “acorn effect”—building an 
industry through the presence and influence of one large game developer in a region—
implicates educational programs in endeavours to maintain a subsidized industry in a 
context of global competition (Brown).  
 Lastly, I have opted to turn my attention to post-secondary institutions in Ontario 
as a means to examine the site of the university in relation to digital games and its 
benefits and drawbacks for industry collusion in a region with isolated pockets of 
activity. For example, recent developments within Ryerson University have resulted in 
the creation of the Ryerson Digital Media Zone (DMZ). The student-run facility is 
advertised as an “...energy-charged concept space designed to enable student innovation 
and collaboration” (“Ryerson Digital Media Zone”). Newer initiatives look to harness the 
abilities of researchers across Canada, working closely with industry partners. The 
Graphics, Animation and New Media Canada (GRAND) research network is a federally 
funded Network of Centers of Excellence (NCE), designed to bring together academics 
across the country with an emphasis on industry interaction and commercialization of 
research.  
 While the research network certainly demonstrates the unique position of 
academia in bringing together experts with differing interests and agendas, it also brought 
disciplinary, political and ethical boundaries to the forefront. The activities undertaken by 
these institutions of higher learning take place in regions such as Ontario where medium 
to small-sized game developers have been operating. As larger international game 
developers are enticed to move in to the province, as is the case with Ubisoft's expansion 
to Toronto, the nature and degree of university/industry collaboration is sure to change 
(R. Ferguson). 
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 There are a number of reasons why three case studies have been targeted for this 
research project. Geographically, the clusters of game development activity represent 
three distinct and diverse regions of Canada, with different histories, 
provincial/governmental frameworks and regional advantages. To place an emphasis on 
locality means foregrounding the context of relationships between very different 
institutional and industrial players from region to region. Proximity to other hubs of game 
development and markets in the United States and Asia is a distinct advantage that is 
eagerly exploited. The three case studies also happen to be in different stages: the Great 
Northern Way Campus is just a few years old, Ryerson's Digital Media Zone is only now 
gaining steam, and it remains to be seen whether the Ubisoft Campus collaboration will 
be replaced by an new initiative between industry and post-secondary institutions in the 
region. Lastly, different strategies have been employed by these new initiatives, breeding 
new permutations of educational curricula with an enhanced level of involvement by 
game development companies at differing scales.  
 As outlined above, one of the more important parameters in this study is that my 
research will be primarily concerned with digital game developers and Post-Secondary 
institutions based within regions of Canada. There are, however, a number of useful cases 
outside of Canada that warrant mention, if only as a means of comparison. One such 
example would be the Comparative Media Studies program at the Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology (MIT), one of the first to bring the study of digital games into higher 
learning. Students and faculty work closely with game companies on a number of 
different projects, and, as they state, constantly balance “...the academic rigor of an MIT 
graduate program and our sponsors' desire for deliverables...” (Holland, Jenkins, and 
Squire 43). This program and others like it set an important precedent for corporate-
university partnerships in Canada. Increasingly, universities and colleges in Canada look 
to other academic programs across the globe as templates and as competitors. 
 This research is timely, as digital game production centers around Canada are 
only now beginning to enter into formal partnerships with institutions of higher learning 
at such a high organizational level. These partnerships signal a change in the context of 
digital games production in Canada, as the development of degree programs indicates 
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long-term support for the industry and its growth. As these developments could not have 
been undertaken without the support of industry, I am particularly interested in the 
growth of specific game developers, both as participants within the global market and 
within Canada, and the process of establishing a knowledgeable, dependable and low-
cost labour pool in specific centers such as Montreal and Vancouver. One of the goals of 
this project is to investigate the precise terms of these partnerships and the process 
involved in the development of mandates and mission statements. Initiatives that address 
concerns of access to education, community involvement, and student representation are 
of particular importance. 
Research Questions 
 These questions relate to the cycle of capital, technology, and knowledge from the 
digital games industry to the university, and the logics contained within this movement. 
They also examine the role of post-secondary education in changing the face of the 
digital games industry, and how this in turn affects systems of education in Canada. I 
investigate what digital game developers stand to gain from cultivating a close 
involvement in post-secondary educational and research programs. What compromises 
have to be made by industry in order to access a wealth of resources within academia, 
and vice versa?  
 I then outline how these collaborations between education and industry are agreed 
upon, and why certain strategies are employed. What is the role of provincial and federal 
government policy in facilitating formal partnerships? How are these educational 
institutions now intrinsically bound up in the production process? How does the 
university/industry partnership address the relationship between consumer/producer and 
between student/customer in an environment of post-Fordist capital?  
  Other questions address the role of the university in North America and its 
relationship to industry and capital. How have Universities and Colleges as institutions 
influenced the way we think about digital games? How do discourses about the 
corporatization of the university contribute to an understanding of this growing 
relationship with the digital games industry? How can we begin to discuss the 
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heterogeneous and often conflicting social and institutional contexts within post-
secondary education that make it a complex and idiosyncratic site of inquiry, as it relates 
to the entry of university/industry partnerships? What is the particular language employed 
by different interests to describe the interaction between industry and educational 
institutions? What should the role of the university be regarding the study of digital 
games? These issues hinge on the special relationship between post-secondary education 
and society, and the capacity for students, faculty and researchers to negotiate industry 
mandates within the space of the university.  
 In anticipation of an exploration of the dimensions of labour, what are some of the 
strategies that digital game companies employ to ensure the success of their product that 
other industries can’t? What makes digital games especially suited to this system? 
Research from a political economy perspective situates digital games as important 
commodities in the flow of modern transnational capital: 
Video and computer games embody the new forces of production, 
consumption, and communication with which capital is once again attempting 
to force itself beyond its own limits to commodity life with new scope and 
intensity; they play a crucial role in a digital transformation of the texture and 
processes of everyday life; they typify the strategies and imperatives of the 
new regime of accumulation marked by increased reliance on simulations 
both as work tools and as consumer commodities (Kline, Dyer-Witheford, 
and de Peuter 76).  
This new regime of accumulation includes devaluing labour power by requiring workers 
to rapidly adapt to new tasks, banning unionization (as in the formation of export 
processing zones), geographical separation and isolation within production, outsourcing 
(to take advantage of regional laws, tax shelters or trade agreements), and short-term 
contract work with little job security. 
 I argue that these relations of production are intensifying with the formation of 
professional degree programs that encourage targeted research and development of 
skilled labourers through internships, research contracts and the like. The cultivating of 
skill and knowledge sets serve the immediate needs of a specific mode of game 
development, with roles that range from basic programmers (also referred to as “code 
monkeys” in the industry parlance) to middle management “project leaders” who are able 
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to oversee multiple aspects of game development. All of this addresses a crisis of labour 
cited by industry figures whom identify a critical need for a more specialized (and larger) 
labour pool (Colbourne). These professional degree programs are in their early stages in 
Canada, but are already considered viable education models that can be replicated in 
other areas. Is there room in these educational structures for students to take stock of the 
issues quickly confronting them as digital labourers, and is there space for students to 
come together in meaningful ways to address these issues?  
The Political Economy of Media 
 One of the challenges of analyzing the university as a site for research, but also 
for humanistic inquiry and critical reflection is accounting for the varied administrative 
and disciplinary perspectives, each with their own goals, interests, and structures of 
authority in relation to the university as a whole. An important task in this research 
project is to utilize the proper theoretical tools across disciplines to responsibly illuminate 
the positions and actions of individuals acting within these institutions. In the interests of 
consistency, this method of inquiry adopts a critical, historically grounded foundation in 
the political economy of media.  
 The approach taken in this research is to describe a technocultural process that 
reinforces linkeages between the development of digital games and a full range of 
cultural and political institutions in contemporary life. Political economy of media 
research highlights the importance of linking macro-level theory with the individual 
experiences and clearly defined events and processes bound in specific places and at 
specific times. I strive for the balance of the former with the latter within this research. 
One of the great strengths of the political economy of media approach is its ability to 
comment on the moral implications of policies and structured or institutionalized 
relationships of power, and the tensions and contradictions therein (Mosco, Political 
Economy). An historical, holistic, and critical political economy helps to ensure that two 
aspects of political economy discussed by Golding and Murdock remain intact—
maintaining a “balance between capitalist enterprise and public intervention” and 
addressing “basic moral questions of justice, equity and the public good” (17-18). 
Political Economy is particularly interested in the notion of change; a critical historical 
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perspective acts as a catalyst for change, and not just a means to observe in a detached 
fashion.  
 Wasko situates a long tradition of political economy of media analysis in an often 
contentious discourse that features direct dialogue with academic inquiry descended from 
neoclassical economics: 
To understand the media's role in society, it is essential to understand 
relationships between media power and state power, as well as the media's 
relationships with other economic sectors. Interrelations between media 
and communications industries and sites of power in society are necessary 
for the complete analysis of communications and help dispel some 
common myths about our economic and political system, especially the 
notions of pluralism, free enterprise, and competition (320). 
With the capacity to offer a much-needed, qualitative intervention in policy-related 
issues, political economy of media research can counter or disrupt policy discussions 
rooted in “basic neoclassical constructs [such] as efficiency, optimality, optimization, 
equilibrium, and marginal analysis” (Babe 3).  
  From a critical political economy perspective, the university has from the 
beginning of the Industrial Revolution been intertwined with that of capital. In Harry 
Braverman's Labor and Monopoly Capital, commodification of knowledge to assist in 
the advancement of capital begins with an indirect relationship between scientific 
achievement and industry, where new technologies could not be immediately traced back 
to the cognitive efforts that helped to produce them. This can be seen in part as the legacy 
of more traditional and artisanal methods in the production of goods. With the 
institutionalization of education under capital, it became apparent that in the interests of a 
more efficient appropriation of scientific discovery, a more direct and economical 
relationship was possible. Braverman writes,  
At first science costs the capitalist nothing, since he merely exploits the 
accumulated knowledge of the physical sciences, but later the capitalist 
systematically organizes and harnesses science, paying for scientific 
education, research, laboratories, etc., out of the huge surplus social 
product which either belongs directly to him or which the capitalist class 
as a whole controls in the form of tax revenues (156).  
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 Wider industrial conditions, such as factory work and the division of labour using 
the tools of scientific management demonstrated the utility of this tactic. Whereas in the 
Industrial Revolution scientific innovation was a social property, the Scientific-Technical 
Revolution made it possible to turn science into a commodity to be bought and sold. The 
study of the sciences, institutionalized within the university, was recognized as a central 
asset to capital, and capable of being more responsive to its needs. For Braverman, this 
achievement is more important than any single scientific breakthrough. In this way, it is 
not surprising that industry would continually search for new ways to integrate the 
activities of educational institutions into forms of production.  
 In many ways, digital games exemplify new currents in under capital that have 
historically been outlined by political economy scholars. The Scientific-Technical 
revolution recounted by Braverman is one in a series of historical developments that has 
highly influenced the organization of labour within society. The very tangible effects of 
the changes within the University—from wider structural shifts in policy and 
administration to the day-to-day process of pedagogy and learning—can be set in relation 
to developments like decreased post-secondary funding and rising tuition fees set against 
the prospective student/consumer. I contend that the institutional shifts observed within 
university/industry interactions correspond closely to the normalized and normalizing 
political and economic doctrine of neoliberalism. Beginning with the economic policy 
experiments in Chile, China, Great Britain and the United States in the 1970s, Harvey 
defines neoliberalism as a reformatting and rebranding of the relationship between the 
state, markets, institutions, and citizens: 
Neoliberalism is in the first instance a theory of political economic 
practices that proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by 
liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an 
institutional framework characterized by strong private property rights, 
free markets, and free trade. The role of the state is to create and preserve 
an institutional framework appropriate to such practices. The state has to 
guarantee, for example, the quality and integrity of money. It must also set 
up those military, defence, police, and legal structures and functions 
required to secure private property rights and to guarantee, by force if 
need be, the proper functioning of markets. Furthermore, if markets do not 
exist (in areas such as land, water, education, health care, social security, 
or environmental pollution) then they must be created, by state action if 
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necessary. But beyond these tasks the state should not venture. State 
interventions in markets (once created) must be kept to a bare minimum 
because, according to the theory, the state cannot possibly possess enough 
information to second-guess market signals (prices) and because powerful 
interest groups will inevitably distort and bias state interventions 
(particularly in democracies) for their own benefit. (Neoliberalism 2). 
Categorizing these instances of reconfigured resonant material practices in different 
institutional contexts as neoliberal opens up critiques of the term and its often broad 
usage, especially when comparing specific political and economic models throughout 
history and the “multiple levels of contestation” around economic policy and free markets 
(Boas and Gans-Morse 156). For example, a conception of neoliberalism as a dominating 
set of entrepreneurial principles directing political and economic practices can only 
affirm the hegemonic power of institutions and, taken to its extreme, foreclose the 
possibility of meaningful intervention. Approaches that capture the idiosyncrasies of an 
uneven terrain of neoliberal governance and social transformation articulate the “creative 
destruction” of neoliberalism through the “national, regional, and local contexts defined 
by the legacies of inherited institutional frameworks, policy regimes, regulatory practices, 
and political struggles” (Brenner and Theodore 351).  
 At the same time, the terms in which neoliberalism spreads and solidifies its 
presence in everyday life through privatization, deregulation, and the reconfiguration of 
spaces and experiences cannot be confined to empirical models. Critiques of 
neoliberalism must “address the discourse of political agency, civic education, and 
cultural politics as part of a broader struggle over the relationship between 
democratization (the ongoing struggle for a substantive and inclusive democracy) and the 
global public sphere” (Giroux 3-4). My approach proceeds with the conviction that any 
analysis that is interested in a critique of the digital games industry and educational 
institutions must be grounded in a social context, in the experiences of those who work 
within these networks. Accordingly, I am interested in the capacities of digital labourers 
to recognize and react to the conditions of their work within dynamics of institutional 
power, and pinpointing how power in this context can move from the bottom-up. To me, 
this approach necessarily includes the perspectives of those who work in the institutions 
that shape labour. In other words, capturing the current institutional and industrial context 
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through the viewpoint of administrators and educators is a lens through which a critical 
analysis of digital labour can take place.  
 This brings to the forefront networks of individuals and organizations with 
divergent interests that work together to create programs and impact the future of 
educational policy. These networks are fully implicated in a game of competing interests 
and appearances, as different nodes within the network play along with perceived 
industry needs and broader, university-wide mandates. One widely employed rhetorical 
stance relies on the youthful energy and enthusiasm generated around digital games (and 
by extension the labour put into making games) as a means of promotion: 
Jobs in the industry are typically knowledge-intensive, challenging, team-
oriented, and fast-paced, and are held disproportionately by younger 
workers. Further, the products that are made by video game companies 
frequently become household names, reviewed in the national and 
international media and played by millions of people. For sheer 'glamour' 
there are few industries that can match it” (Secor 7). 
As more detailed analysis of the “behavioral conditioning”, “reward mechanisms”, and 
“burnouts” of gameplay begins to surface, the closer that the “digital treadmill” can be 
linked to both game development cycle and commonplace occurrences such as working 
extremely long hours without overtime compensation, exclusionary hiring, promotion 
practices, and the perception of work as "enjoyment" and leisure often promoted by game 
companies (Yee 70). 
 The game developer profession is one of ongoing struggle, from meeting 
production deadlines to dealing with the precarity of work from project to project. 
Workers in the digital game industry have historically been forced to define the true 
conditions of their labour to counteract the perception of their work as necessarily 
rewarding or unproblematically fun. The infamous “EA Spouse” blog posting is one 
example of a moment of speaking truth to power, an expression of distaste for digital 
game labour practices. Written in November 2004 to a message board, the blogger “EA 
Spouse” recounts in great detail the harsh yet typical working conditions experienced by 
his or her spouse, an Electronic Arts employee in British Columbia (EA Spouse, EA: The 
Human Story). Word quickly spread around to EA employees and others in the digital 
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game industry at a rate that speaks to how effective the message was in rallying a 
common yet chronically understated sentiment. As Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter 
describe in their analysis of the “EA Spouse” posting and its subsequent reverberations, 
the document goes into great detail in describing the “dark side” of video game labour 
and the tactics used by employers to retain and control their employees (EA Spouse). 
Contracts with non-disclosure clauses are designed to guard the intellectual production of 
workers; non-compete clauses curtail the movement of workers within the industry; and 
“epidemic overwork” is normalized while compensation is limited in many regions with 
“labour legislation that enables video game companies to exempt high-tech workers from 
overtime payment” (Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter, EA Spouse).  
 The blog post served as a wake-up call to labourers in the digital game industry, 
especially since EA is viewed as one of the top digital game developers in the world. It 
gave voice to those who wish to contest the dominant narratives of the work experience 
in the digital games industry. More recently, spouses of Rockstar San Diego posted a 
similar rebuke to management, raising the possibility for legal action to address issues of 
fair compensation and health benefits (Rockstar Spouse). The indirect response from 
management that followed an extensive and heated online discussion was an illustration 
entitled “The Eye is Watching” on the Rockstar website depicting management as the 
malevolent “Eye of Sauron” looking over San Diego (Pigna). This playful yet very public 
rebuttal, while consequently trivializing the issues at hand, indicates a struggle over the 
perception of digital labour within game development company hierarchies. At present, 
the wider struggle seems to be mired in the status quo, albeit in a way that draws attention 
to a series of structural fissures.  
 The International Game Developers Association (IGDA) released a report 
responding to the concerns raised by EA Spouse, addressing issues such as inadequate 
staffing, constant game development grind with unrealistic production schedules, 
uncompensated overtime, and general overwork. The report also suggests that labour 
conditions prevent a balance of work and life and in the end is detrimental to the vitality 
of game studios in the long-term: 
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The computer game development industry has become notorious for 
overworking and ‘burning-out’ workers. Accordingly, workers tend to 
leave the industry for less stressful work in early to mid-career – 
sometimes by age 30. The worst consequence of this “brain drain” is that 
few seasoned veterans remain in the industry to develop technology and 
techniques utilizing their wealth of experience, and so we as an industry 
repeat the mistakes from which we haven’t been able to learn 
(International Game Developers Association). 
While there is a tacit recognition of the conditions digital labourers face, criticism at the 
moment is unfocused and largely found on the periphery, with little momentum generated 
to deal directly with issues. One need look no further than the title of the .pdf file of the 
2004 IGDA report available for download at the association's website: “We Want Crap”, 
a tongue-in-cheek parroting of a cynical response to the concerns of workers. Huws 
points to the desocialization and division of labour in a globalizing economic system, a 
lack of a shared identity as digital media labourers, and the relation of one's labour to 
capital as factors that make a wider, united worker's movement a challenging proposition 
(Cybertariat).  
 A growing scholarship deploys the concepts of immaterial labour and multitude to 
discuss forms of resistance to the current structure of the contemporary university (de 
Peuter and Dyer-Witheford, EA Spouse, Dyer-Witheford, Cognitive Capitalism, De 
Angelisa and Harvie, McRobbie). One of the major points of discussion vis-à-vis the 
university is the perception of a traditional, hermetically sealed "ivory tower" of privilege 
and stability, countered with the shifting, exploitative, and profit oriented "Corporate U". 
Much time is spent attempting to account for these two very different perceptions of the 
university, especially when they are both deployed to further the neoliberal project 
(Terranova and Bousquet).  
 The Edu-factory Collective, emerging from a fundamental distrust of the 
hierarchical networks through which knowledge itself flows within institutions of higher 
education, links a crisis of the university and its principles to the collapse of the bubble of 
financial capital beginning in 2008. This moment in a cycle of economic turmoil 
provokes a response that drastically re-thinks the “hierarchization and segmentation” of 
disciplines in the academy and the “fetish” of knowledge: “in the moment in which it 
19 
 
becomes a resource and a productive instrument central for contemporary capitalism, 
knowledge structurally exceeds the measuring units of classical political economy” (Edu-
factory Collective 3). Here, the epistemological basis of academic inquiry itself and its 
ability to produce and organize knowledge is inexorably linked to the managerial and 
administrative hierarchies that facilitate its fixity within the contemporary mode of 
capital. Reconceptualizing the university as factory—a proposition full of incongruities 
and weighed down by history—necessitates new conceptualizations of labor, where the 
production of knowledge takes place around and within professional organizations 
situated as sites of struggle, linking with other forms and sites of social struggle across 
the globe where professional academics, students and precarious workers meet. 
 One such conceptualization of labour and labour-power is the immaterial 
labourer. Lazzarato claims that the in-between space that immaterial labourers occupy, 
their autonomy, their power and their “mass intellectuality” enable a tremendous 
opportunity to focus energies in ways not prescribed by industry or institution. 
Obviously, the site and the context in which those energies are honed are absolutely 
crucial. The same intellectual energies that make video game development (and the 
digital game industry) possible can be used to counter tendencies within the industry and 
mobilize new types of publics.  
In digital play the breakdown of division between producers and 
consumers becomes strikingly apparent. The defining feature of 
videogames, their interactivity, undermines this model at root. Where 
there are no audiences, only players, the always dubious boundary 
between passivity and activity, production and consumption, is undercut 
from the start. The same digital capacities that allow games to be played 
enable players to copy, modify and create games. Tensions between 
legalities and actualities mount and multiply. These commotions are in 
turn part of a larger tumult produced by the confrontation of corporate 
media and digital commons (Dyer-Witheford and Coleman 947). 
While games production and consumption can and does adapt readily to the needs of 
capital, games also trouble a digital economy. Highlighting “...the forces that make 
immaterial labor, informational technologies, and digital cultural products resistant to 
commodification” Dyer-Witheford contends that digital games “...constantly threaten to 
flip from ideal commodity to nightmare non-commodity” (Sim Capital). Free labour 
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practices, mod communities, and pirate activities simultaneously elude and are captured 
by capital (Kerr, Business and Culture, Terranova. Collaborations between digital games 
developers and post-secondary education could be framed as straightforward examples of 
capture, but the context of education within these programs almost certainly generates 
other possibilities, if from nothing else than the exposure to tensions and struggles within 
a mode of digital labour.  
 Although they are non-traditional expressions of dissent that lie outside the scope 
of professional or union organization, subcultural formations exist alongside and even 
within the day-to-day lives of digital game labourers. (Postigo, Kücklich, Playbour, 
Kücklich, Virtual Worlds). Can the dialectic between those who produce and those that 
consume games—including subaltern groups— generate capacities for workers in digital 
games industry to seek new forms of organization and new ways to apply their 
immaterial labour? Avenues for digital game production now exist at different scales in 
spaces outside traditional production practices, leading to a much different relationship 
between producer/consumer and employer/worker within a system of global capital, 
spaces that once were the domain of “hobbyist, fan, artist, and amateur mentalities” 
(Martin and Deuze 279). Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter in Games of Empire remind us 
that the history of digital games is a history of the capture and enlistment of immaterial 
labour—the hacker, the voluntary labourer, and finally the gamer—characterized by a 
“conflict between autonomous invention power and capitalist co-optation intrinsic to 
immaterial labour” (32). Increasingly, this conflict takes place within the walls of 
educational institutions, exposing a paradox of digital labour in the 21st century. Mosco 
links the importance of this paradox to the goals of a critical political economy of media: 
“...the very immaterial labour that capitalism requires to carry out more and more of its 
work presents serious problems for maintaining control and discipline. Capitalism needs 
a highly educated workforce but such a workforce is less likely to cede control over 
thought and ideas to management than did its blue collar predecessors” (Current Trends 
56).  
 Other writings attempt to re-conceptualize the role of the intellectual and other 
social actors within the university system. Bratich uses the concepts of multitude and 
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general intellect, along with Deleuze and Guattari's concept of "machine" to arrive at a 
new formation of the academic worker– the machinic intellectual. Using Deleuze and 
Guattari allows Bratich to define a social actor within the academy that at is at once an 
integral component of the ongoing intellectual culture and an active, instigating force for 
change. Both of these qualities are mutually reinforcing and necessary in order for the 
machinic intellectual to operate in the contemporary university. The machinic intellectual 
is named as a "conductor, amplifier, resistor, insulator, capacitor, incapacitor, 
interrogator, modulator, even circuit breaker" (Bratich 34). Depicting the machinic 
intellectual as one circuit in a larger collective network allows for a foregrounding of 
adaptability and interface with a number of groups, including grassroots and radical 
social movements.  
 Within the depiction of machinic social actors in academic networks, a conception 
of labour is possible that troubles clear-cut antagonisms, that fully embraces the 
adaptability of being machinic, that tests the apparent embeddedness and fixity of 
academic programs and networks. What if, instead of being fully implicated within 
circuits of control, the machinic capacities of the professoriate were transposed onto the 
layers of managerial/administrative labour in the contemporary academy? What actions 
increase the possibility for machinic activity at the administrative level? 
 In the same way that the contemporary notion of “excellence” in academia 
“...functions to allow the University to understand itself solely in terms of the structure of 
corporate administration”, the power of ideas such as knowledge transfer, innovation, and 
growth resonate in a hollowed out discourse, where an intentionally vague rhetoric 
addresses a post-modern subject under neoliberal capital (Readings 29). Herein lies the 
difficulty for bureaucratic structures so eager to protect their place within the university 
by generating synergistic alliances with game development networks. Putting these 
absract ideas into practice requires a clear conception of the prudent strategy when it is 
not always clear; static conditions when the needs of industry are ever-changing; access 
to a stable source of human resources, financial backing and institutional support when it 
may be lacking; and fortuitous timing when there exists only a small window of 
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opportunity. When combined, the arbitrary nature of this project and its outcomes soon 
becomes apparent. 
 There are undoubtedly a number of successes in university-industry initiatives 
across Canada to report in this dissertation research. A measure of flexibility has resulted 
in a number of unique configurations of collaborative academic programs and research 
that furthers a neoliberal project of commercialization. However, as the sheer size and 
importance of administrative structures increases within academia, as its logic appears to 
be all-consuming, its flaws become clearer. Narratives of knowledge transfer, innovation, 
and growth can only point more urgently to administrative culture as the terrain of a 
struggle to work toward educational goals that do not automatically align with the 
interests of industry. For those willing to take up the struggle, movement between and 
within academic-industry networks becomes a matter of playing the game; seeking access 
to funding sources; managing expectations and negotiating outcomes; colluding with 
scholars, researchers, and students; forging new connections and strategies. 
The Academic Grind 
 The term “grind” emerges from gaming culture, arriving with the mass popularity 
of the Massively Multiplayer Online Game (MMOG). Grinding is a way to express the 
process of engaging in monotonous task after monotonous task, with promises of reward 
visible but just out of reach. For example, the quest structure in a game like World of 
Warcraft (WoW) requires players to defeat a defined number of adversaries, collect 
objects that drop randomly from slain enemies, or deliver an item from Point A to Point 
B. The experience gained from such tasks is used to move to the next level, where new 
and better abilities await. Grinding requires a streamlining of often repetitive actions in 
accordance with a pre-existing, yet changeable system. 
 With the introduction of virtual economies, grinding takes on an added 
dimension. Julian Dibbell and Lisa Nakamura describe in detail the new gaming practices 
and systems of exchange based on the exploitation of “gold farmers”, digital labourers 
typically based in Asia who generate virtual currency for typically low wages. Nakamura 
writes, “Gold farming is an example in extremis of informationalized capitalism, for the 
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avatar is a form of property that is composed of digital code yet produced by the sweat of 
a worker’s brow” (140). Grinding is in many cases synonymous with the game 
development process itself and part of the lexicon of the game developer community: 
churning out lines of code, designing, composing, testing, re-testing, revising, evaluating, 
tweaking. Most importantly, the term denotes crunch time, a compression and 
intensification of activity that is all too common in the digital games industry.  
 Grinding as a concept developed and discussed within game cultures merely 
names a gaming experience that had been there from the very beginning. By shifting 
attention to gaming as a dynamic social practice, it becomes clear that there is a politics 
deeply embedded within grinding. I believe that T.L Taylor's words about game grind 
could easily be applied to game development grind: “Everyone knows and accepts this is 
a (flawed) part of the game, but the threshold for it varies wildly” (76). In the ongoing 
relationship between digital game industries and education, what are these wildly varying 
tolerances, and how are they conditioned and mediated?  
 Utilizing grinding as a metaphor in this way acknowledges students as labourers 
who find themselves having to navigating through educational frameworks that make 
specific claims about the value of post-secondary education. While the active role of 
students is important, they are one part of a larger effort needed to instigate widespread 
structural change. What of the capacities of the managerial and administrative networks 
that are so vital to both the digital games industry and to contemporary forms of post-
secondary education? Does this strata of labour merely advance the status quo, or is it a 
process of shifting mandates and strategies, rife with tension and unforeseen 
consequences? In an era of economic instability, discourses of collaboration that result in 
new academic programs exemplify a constantly negotiated struggle over the relationship 
between post-secondary education and capital and the relationship between post-
secondary institutions and society. 
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2. Research Methods 
 The following section on methodology fleshes out the epistemological basis and 
utility of a blend of qualitative and quantitative textual analysis supported by in-depth, 
open-ended interviews as key tools for developing the region-based studies I have 
selected for this dissertation project. Political economic theoretical investigation is 
coupled with interviews of industry figures and university administrators. By capturing 
the experiences of those that shape university/industry interaction, their insight can help 
confirm a wider, macro-level relationship between educational institutions, game 
developers and government. I define the sets of data integral to the research process, 
basic objectives of interviews with social actors, and methods for integrating this data 
into the dissertation. With the goal of producing research that is critical, grounded in 
praxis and policy-relevant, I use a combination of sociohistorical and industrial/economic 
analysis of document data along with qualitative, in-depth interviews to illuminate both 
institutional practices and individual experiences.  
 Instances of collaboration between education and industry in British Columbia, 
Québec, and Ontario reveal a number of emerging and divergent perspectives regarding 
wider issues about the post-secondary. Interviews conducted with key figures in the 
digital games industry in Canada explore the growing interest in forging alliances with 
colleges and universities. This methodology emphasizes the links between lived 
experiences and broader institutional and industrial organizations. I also consult 
significant academic researchers and critics whose work sheds light on the benefits and 
potential complications of these burgeoning partnerships.  
 This approach is informed by the qualitative methodology described by Coffey 
and Atkinson, Marshall and Rossman, Patton, and Krippendorff. The nature of critical 
media and communication studies has been the source of heated discussion within 
disciplinary discussions of research methodology. Lindlof and Taylor describe critiques 
of “detached” qualitative researchers with “'integrationist depictions of cultural order” 
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met with charges leveled against critical theorists for “deductively imposing their 
political agenda on the analysis of social action, for failing to prove that emancipation 
itself is an undistorted ideal, for oversimplifying the operations of power in actual 
cultural practice” (12). Marshall and Rossman in particular discuss a “critical turn” 
within qualitative research methods where the objectivity and political neutrality of more 
traditional methods are increasingly under scrutiny and necessitate the development of 
new research strategies: “Such inquiry could contribute to radical change or emancipation 
from oppressive social structures, either through a sustained critique or through direct 
advocacy and action taken by the researcher, often in collaboration with participants in 
the study” ( 4-5).  
 While the discipline of media studies in its current configuration allows for a wide 
breadth of interdisciplinary approaches, it remains the responsibility of the critical 
theorist to exercise rigor and restraint in addressing inequality, social justice and wider 
relationships of power. Using a critical theoretical lens, and directing careful attention to 
idiosyncratic details, this method can be an optimal way to expand our understanding of a 
social, political, and/or economic process. However, it is useful to follow the advice of 
Geertz who advises that theory “stay closer to the ground”, in a recognition of “[t]he 
tension between the pull of this need to penetrate an unfamiliar universe of symbolic 
action and the requirements of technical advance in the theory of culture, between the 
need to grasp and the need to analyze” (24). 
Research Strategy 
 The strategies I employ in this research project must allow me to identify 
recurrent themes or ideas found in processes of university-industry collaboration. My 
goal is to demonstrate a set of interconnected processes, each one situated within a 
context of ongoing traditions and struggles. To accomplish this goal, I utilize a 
combination of grounded theory and carefully designated regional studies as two distinct 
categories of data for comparison. Defined as “...a set of flexible analytic guidelines that 
enable researchers to focus their data collection and to build inductive middle-range 
theories through successive levels of data analysis and conceptual development”, the 
grounded theory assembled for this research is tailored to the structural conditions to be 
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critiqued (Charmaz 507). Importantly, the theoretical lens I employ actively determines 
the trajectory of the narrative constructed in the regional study, and guides the relations 
between past events and the present context. This approach requires a measure of caution, 
however.  
 The data collected in the regional studies, both qualitative and quantitative, is 
arranged to test the theoretical concepts by presenting to the reader a range of practices 
within administrative and educational contexts. While university departments and college 
programs comprise the primary focus of the regional studies, I also focused on 
organizations such as industry advocacy groups and research networks that operate 
between university and industry, mediating specific aspects of their relationship. For each 
regional study, I explored an in-depth set of events, activities and processes, focusing on 
a defined time period of discursive activity. Themes from each regional study are used to 
a) focus on the interesting details within each narrative of collaboration that call out for 
attention; and b) pinpoint certain patterns or trends in a comparison of the narratives of 
collaboration in the regional study chapters. 
 The decision to delve into regional analysis in three different clusters of game 
development in Canada was largely based in the need to isolate and then compare pockets 
of activity with an emphasis on regional historical context, economic ties, and local social 
and political structures and processes. During the first phase of data collection, I was able 
to establish that the document data would provide a solid foundation for the dissertation 
research to move forward, and contributed greatly to the formation of a number of 
research questions. As my understanding of the topic evolved, subsequent phases of data 
collection were flexible enough to respond to new research parameters. 
 It is the objective of this research to build a strong social and historical dimension 
of the digital games industry and educational institutions. More than any other form of 
data available, the collection of documentation uncovered a rich discursive environment, 
presenting a number of ways to approach specific narratives within the regional studies. 
Document data is, first and foremost, used to give substance to narratives of 
industry/university collaboration in regions of Canada. Sources relevant to this study 
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included promotional material, institutional communications, government policy papers, 
studies by industry advocates and other organizations, and annual reports. Secondary 
sources included newspapers and online industry news coverage of regional activity, and 
peer-reviewed research that concentrated on game development and higher education. To 
maintain a balance of sources for document data, it was paramount to take into account 
the wide array of perspectives, often converging on a pivotal event or issue within the 
regional studies.  
 The document data presented in the regional study chapters is vital to support the 
more theoretical underpinnings of this research project, speaking to many important 
discipline-specific debates. In many cases, the archive of document data gathered for this 
research project captures the institutional and professional channels of information 
circulation found in the digital games industry and in post-secondary education. Of 
particular interest in the data collection process were documented statements by those key 
administrators or industry figures who contribute to a discourse of collaboration. 
Interaction with print and online media figures prominently in the way that ideas and 
issues are composed and circulated to others in the discourse and in the general public. 
Similarly, promotional material and other communications mediate the public face of an 
academic program within an educational institution, relaying its program offerings and 
future plans to businesses and to the surrounding community. 
 Print media, online media, and advertising material often speaks to a wider 
audience, addressing benefits or drawbacks to a network of professionals or the general 
public, in a particular region or at a provincial or national level. Technology and industry-
specific blogs, for instance, provide a valuable chronicle of many of the events germane 
to this study, in many cases providing valuable editorial opinion to their readership. Other 
sources of document data, such as reports on government policy, annual reports, and 
peer-reviewed research speak to a more rarefied audience. The terminology of the 
discussion and the archive cited varies accordingly. For example, policy reports from 
governmental agencies like Industry Canada or consulting firms employ the language of 
economics, citing industry surveys and influential studies conducted in the past (Industry 
Canada). 
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 Gathering document data from multiple sources was compared to ensure the 
verifiability of important events. Bringing numerous sources together also increased the 
comprehensiveness of the story in the regional study, as multiple perspectives were 
compared and contrasted. While many sources cited in this dissertation research explore 
the uneven power relations and wider societal impacts of both the digital games industry 
and post-secondary education, others originate from less critical fields, or maintain only 
an interest in the continued success or profitability of education and industry. These too 
have value as instances of discursive rhetoric. Careful attention paid to the context of a 
document's content and distribution—including a consideration of intended audience and 
relationship to related documents—illuminated the language of the discourse, be it policy 
language, marketing, industry parlance, or ongoing educational discourses.  
Mixed Methods 
 Deacon et al stress the importance of mixing research methods in order to arrive 
at a comprehensive and responsive account of a social reality, which can benefit any 
research “...concerned with the underlying formations that organize meaning-making as 
well as with how people make sense of their world on a say-to-day basis” (11). The field 
of media studies is one that has been host to a wide range of interdisciplinary approaches. 
While other intellectual fields demarcate a definitive method, influenced by decades of 
tradition, media/communication studies resisted and in some of its early forms outwardly 
rejected the writing-in of exclusive boundaries (Hall). With this sentiment in mind, and 
guided by my own intellectual background, the qualitative analysis present in this 
research is supported by relevant quantitative data.  
 It stands to reason that the choice of method for this project has a great impact on 
the effectiveness of my theoretical approach. Primarily, the quantitative data gathered 
attempts to isolate and contextualize a) the evolution of game development across 
Canada; b) university and college budgeting; and c) the allocation of public funds and 
subsidization at the provincial and federal level. Given the timeframe of the study, the 
location of the regional studies, and their connectedness to the global marketplace, it is 
particularly important for this quantitative data to be compared to both the activities of 
other countries in a context of globalization, and to the global economic downturn and 
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overall volatility of world markets starting in 2008. To help get a sense of the size and 
scope of what is as stake in the interaction between education and games industry, the 
quantitative data manifests in the research as economic data regarding game development 
companies and clusters, surveys from advocacy groups and governmental agencies, and 
quantitative academic research.  
Interview Data 
 To support and add to the document data, 16 open-ended interviews were 
conducted with individuals working within institutional and industrial settings, 
corresponding to specific areas of activity within a given region. Keeping in mind my 
research orientation, I was concerned with the facts and sequences of an event or process, 
especially as it related to the policies and strategies of the organizations in which the 
interview subject is a representative. In-depth interviews supplied a much-needed set of 
perspectives to the regional studies within this project, as they are the source of important 
details that could not be available in any published research. Patton describes open-
ended, qualitative interviews as “...a basic source of raw data in qualitative inquiry, 
revealing respondents' depth of emotion, the ways they have organized their world, their 
thoughts about what is happening, their experiences, and their basic perceptions” (21). 
Overall, the individual actors within an industrial/institutional setting who chose to 
participate in the study displayed a remarkable capacity to relate their own professional 
and personal experience to the wider, macro tendencies, patterns, tensions, and 
philosophical concerns discussed in the dissertation. 
 As a production of knowledge that is profoundly social, one distinct advantage of 
conducting interviews was direct, personal contact with the research participants. This 
allowed for an immersion in different institutional/industrial settings, and its relationship 
to the personal experiences of interview participants. As I traveled to the locations under 
focus in the regional studies—for example, the Great Northern Way Campus main 
building in Vancouver or the Hexagram office in downtown Montreal—I was interested 
in the ways that social actors make sense of institutional collaboration and what informs 
their perspective. However, during the interview process I concluded that interview data 
could not be first and foremost in the research project. I could not rely on them alone to 
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piece together a discourse of collaboration that has many different voices and 
perspectives. In many cases, the number of interview subjects that could speak to a 
specific aspect of the regional study was too small. Often, the sample of interview 
subjects depended greatly on the availability and willingness of individuals to be 
interviewed, which proved to be a challenge when attempting to gather multiple 
perspectives within a given region. The challenges of conducting interviews of 
professionals within an industry rife with secrecy—evidenced by the widespread usage of 
non-disclosure agreements and non-compete clauses—ultimately altered the 
methodological focus of the research. This shift necessitated a movement away from 
interview data as a primary or representative source of qualitative information, and 
increased the importance of documented data and the region-specific history of industrial 
activity and educational institutions. At the same time, the value of the individual 
experiences gleaned through interviews was all too apparent. Individual actors in the 
regional studies—administrators, educators, industry representatives—impacted the story 
to a significant degree. Their perspectives as professionals in their fields provided an 
opportunity to examine the rhetoric of collaboration between industry and educational 
institution, and also to critique the terms of this interaction. 
 A benefit to conducting open-ended interviews is that it was possible to conduct 
further interviews with the same subject to follow up on important themes or see if there 
had been any change in the subject's perspective or interpretation of an event or process. 
The interview process is also the stage in the dissertation that can lead to unforeseen 
perspectives or unintended digressions. It is the role of the interviewer to afford 
consideration of these perspectives, even if they fall outside the parameters of any pre-
planned interview structure. Preparing questions for guiding the interview along is 
certainly a wise strategy, but any plans must include the possibility for developing new 
avenues of inquiry on an ad hoc basis during the interview process.  
 The interview strategy was strongly correlated with the document data gathered 
and other interviews, building from a foundation of accumulated qualitative and 
quantitative data. As such, new questions are just as valuable as answers in the interview 
process. To a small extent, the open-ended interview method allowed for flexibility to let 
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the interview phase guide the emphasis on subsequent phases of the research going 
forward. At the same time, the selection and presentation of the interview data is a 
subjective and creative process. I weave interview data in with other forms of data 
collection to construct narratives, trying to accurately contextualize lived experiences and 
revealing passageways for critical inquiry. An awareness of this latitude in the research 
process allowed me to direct the line of questioning in a way that easily accommodated 
new issues to be integrated into the regional studies. 
Study Design 
 There were multiple stages of data collection, each guided by the establishment of 
emergent narrative threads in the initial analysis. Initial investigation involved the 
collection of document data from a wide range of sources, including online databases, 
academic archives, print and online media, and advertising material. From there, I 
isolated specific narratives that were particularly amenable to an in-depth analysis and 
could help inform a wider context of collaboration in Canada. The findings within the 
literature review assisted greatly in focusing the grounded theory used in the research, 
which in turn guided the selection of events within the regional studies.  
 Participants in the study were interviewed primarily through one-on-one 
interviews, either in-person or over the telephone. Participants were asked to describe the 
intersection of post-secondary education and industry from their own perspective, and 
address the benefits and drawbacks to the current situation. I pinpointed significant 
moments described by the participant during the interview process, and asked them to 
reconstruct the experience and describe their role in the event. 
 Notes were then taken, isolating and organizing sections of the interview audio 
corresponding to various topics. Relevant portions of the interview audio were then 
selectively transcribed, paying attention to the interrelation between the different types of 
information gathered in previous phases of research. The transcribed portions of the 
interviews were then cross-referenced and compared with document data, organized 
within the structure of the regional study, and examined for relevance and inclusion in the 
dissertation.  
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Limitations of the study 
 One drawback of this approach was that although I isolated specific events or 
issues from which to draw examples, I was only able to capture a select number of 
perspectives within any given context. By interviewing subjects from a number of 
different locales and backgrounds, and contextualizing this interview data with the 
document data, I was able to generate insights and concepts without generalizing about 
their experiences and the decisions they make. One potential source of bias in participant 
statements would be caused by the presence of the researcher and the questions asked. 
 Because of professional discretion, there is a limit to the information that can be 
conveyed to someone not within the institution/organization. The digital games industry 
is especially noteworthy for its deployment and enforcement of non-disclosure 
agreements and other measures that limit discussion of certain topics. I attempted to 
account for this by relying on open-ended questions to organically lead the discussion in 
new directions, a strategy that often resulted in useful comments or new avenues of 
inquiry. During the interview process, participants were reminded that they may decline 
to answer any question posed to them, and that they may opt to have their statements 
remain confidential. In addition, every interview participant was offered the chance to 
review any interview material to be attributed to you in the dissertation, in accordance 
with the research ethics protocol for this project. In such cases, the participant would 
have the option to refuse participation in the research. When considering specific 
moments within a process of collaboration, the sample of data was sometimes minimal. 
In many cases, local print media are the best or only source for news about an issue, 
particular event or series of events. Cases such as these necessitated a closer examination 
through the interview phase.  
 A crucial dimension in the preparation for these interviews was the recognition 
and integration of my own perspective as a university educated individual, and an 
opportunity to address my own position as a researcher. My educational background in 
the Humanities will undoubtedly influence how I am able to discuss the departments in 
the natural sciences, for example. I acknowledge the disciplinary boundaries within the 
university that provide the necessary context around the production and transfer of 
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knowledge and capital from the university to private industry, and vice versa. At the same 
time, my work as a student and researcher navigates these very boundaries. In particular, 
my involvement, interaction and collaboration with The Research Centre in 
Technoculture, Art, and Games (TAG) and the GRAND Network of Centres of 
Excellence (NCE) situates my own research within the very institutional networks I 
critique. As one whose labour is precarious at best, I am forced to compare the critical 
tone and focus of my dissertation against research that more easily embraces the 
principles of knowledge and technology transfer within post-secondary education. This 
becomes more evident as I negotiate academic spaces where research focused on 
university/industry interaction and the commercialization of research is prevalent.  
 Mosco stresses the importance of a strong counterpoint to the “seductive lure of 
the sublime” where questions of power and control are deferred or effaced entirely: 
In addition to approaches emphasizing continuity and disjunction, the 
political economy of communication has responded to new media in a 
third way, by taking a skeptical view of the enthusiasm that inevitably 
accompanies it. This has been particularly important in historical work 
which demonstrates that much of what is considered new and 
revolutionary in new media was actually associated with every 
communication technology when old media were new (Current Trends 56-
57).  
If there are spaces within academia for a robust critique of the digital games industry, 
how can these spaces be mobilized to temper this enthusiasm? How can these critiques 
cross disciplinary boundaries to engage with students, faculty, and administrators to 
address new configurations of education? 
Narrative structure  
 A review of relevant literature in Chapter 3 establishes a theoretical foundation 
for the regional studies by situating theoretical discussions within I draw from a number 
of academic disciplines and specializations, including video game studies, media studies, 
sociology cultural studies, policy studies, and critical university studies. Although the 
regional study chapters chronicle disparate efforts with differing timelines and 
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developmental contexts, three distinct moments in the same trend of collaboration 
between education and industry can be isolated. 
 Chapter 4 concentrates on the process of assembling an academic program, a 
campus, and ultimately a new precedent for post-secondary education in Canada. This 
could only occur in a region with a critical demand for skilled workers in the digital 
games industry. In Vancouver, traditional institutions have been mobilized with the full 
cooperation of government and multinational game companies based in the region. 
Promotional efforts highlight mastery over technology and the integration of cutting-edge 
technology into fabric of the university. I contend that The Great Northern Way Campus, 
unequivocally configured to serve needs of capital, exemplifies the entry of the neoliberal 
ideology into the university. 
 Conversely, Chapter 5 looks at the dissolution of a program, and the impact of 
that program in a region. One instance in a long process of collaboration, the Ubisoft 
Campus exposes the tension between the more open goals of educational institutions to 
cultivate skilled game developers and the proprietorial goals of the large game developers 
in the region. As similar efforts by universities and colleges in the region materialize, a 
wider discussion about the role of “anchors” runs counter to a historically aggressive 
provincial government approach to boost clusters of game development. In a highly 
competitive cluster of industrial activity and willing partners in educational institutions, a 
rhetorical game balances educational principles with the allocation of government 
support and public funds.    
 In chapter 6, I turn attention to the establishment of a policy regime in Ontario 
designed to cultivate a robust cluster of digital games industry, and how this impacts 
disparate attempts at growing a stable pool of skilled workers. With the decline of the 
manufacturing sector in Ontario, new provincial policy initiatives attempt to increase the 
capacity for game development to grow. However, I posit that the policy regime put in 
place impacts differing scales of game development unevenly. Coordinated responses to 
need for collaboration, academic research, and labour must first survive the volatility and 
the rhetoric of free markets and global economic crisis. 
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3. Review of Relevant Literature 
 This review of the relevant literature charts a number of discourses that intersect 
with digital games industries and cultures and issues in contemporary post-secondary 
education. The literature review functions as an indication and exploration of the scope 
and intentions for the research project. Originating from a number of disciplinary 
backgrounds, these sets of writings necessitate a careful consideration of numerous points 
of conflict and consensus when applied to the research project as a whole. However, the 
accumulated knowledge contained within this literature provides an opportunity to 
construct a well-rounded yet strategic basis for inquiry. I have broken down the literature 
related to this research project into four main categories: (a) Digital Game Studies (b) 
The Political Economy of Games (c) Educational Institutions; and (d) 
Knowledge/Technology Transfer. 
Digital Game Studies 
 One of the fundamental assumptions in this research project is that the production, 
distribution, exhibition, and reception of digital games are profoundly, even 
fundamentally bound up in a social system. In attempting to account for the upsurge of 
interest in digital games in academia, Frans Mäyrä remarks: “Rather than a single 'game 
culture,' there are several of them, as visible and invisible sense-making structures that 
surface not only in games themselves, but in the language, practices, and sensibilities 
adopted and developed by groups and individuals” (Moment). This perspective speaks not 
only to the academic context of digital games studies, but also to a key way of 
understanding cultural phenomena.  
 While it is crucial that any current academic work on digital games must take into 
account the accumulated knowledge that has come before it, negotiating this legacy of 
research presents a number of unique challenges. First and foremost, compared to other 
forms of entertainment media, digital games are a relatively new medium. At one time 
the subject of only a narrow disciplinary focus in academia, the study of digital games 
has grown substantially in recent years into an eclectic and at times unruly field. What 
makes digital games exciting is that they haven’t been around long enough to accrue one 
36 
 
single, generally accepted history. Instead, we see very clearly an array of histories that 
overlap, contradict, and negotiate with each other.  
 Approaching digital games from a critical perspective within academia (research 
and pedagogy) means coming to terms with the first decades of research on the subject, 
as well as acknowledging the long history of games and culture. Erkki Huhtamo looks 
back to the 19th century, comparing digital games with attractions such as “gambling 
machines, strength testers, fortune telling machines, electric shock machines, games 
machines, automated miniature theatres... viewing and listening machines, automatic 
scales.” (6) The popularity of interactive attractions and conveniences in Western culture 
is indicative of the growing interest in the blending of man and machine, Victorian 
fantasies of mechanization and progress. Huhtamo chronicles a move from attractions in 
public spaces—like traveling exhibitions and amusement parks and penny arcades—to 
private spaces, where innovations such as the phonograph, phenakistiscope, and zoetrope 
would find popular appeal. The story of digital games can be traced here, where changes 
in leisure time coincided with massive industrialization, the interaction of person and 
machine in the factory, and the dominion of scientific management of labour. 
 Although Spacewar! was created in 1962 and the first commercial digital game, 
Computer Space, released nine years later, academic work on digital games only began to 
appear in the early 1980s. Before this time, writing on digital games consisted mostly of 
enthusiast magazines and technical literature directed at digital game designers. In the 
1970s and 1980’s, research on digital games came predominantly from the social 
sciences, in what could be termed a reactionary mode to the moral crisis around social 
practices of gaming, from arcade culture to the introduction of home consoles. The 
majority of academic work published during this time was from the field of psychology 
and sociology, generating a number of studies that concluded that the potential antisocial 
or addictive qualities of video games could be harmful to youth. Early scholarly work 
such as Crawford, Loftus and Greenfield concentrates on the psychological impact of this 
new medium, and expands to wider cultural concerns, such as violence and addiction. 
Tews suggests that the dominance of three theoretical traditions in the field of 
psychology (behaviorism, social learning theory, and psychoanalysis) in early studies of 
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games “...did little to encourage additional research on the complexities of the gaming 
world” and suffered from “methodological problems and small subject sets” (172). As a 
result, unfortunate trends in research—static definitions of gameplay, a narrow focus on 
young male children as subjects of study—were allowed to continue and dominate the 
field of inquiry.  
 Wolf and Perron link the early academic digital games discourse with the niche 
audiences for computer, console and arcade games. They contend that after the industry-
wide collapse of 1984, home console and CD-ROM technology contributed to an 
increase in the “representational power” of games regarding “increased size and 
complexity of the games and their diagetic worlds”, leading to a newfound momentum in 
the 1990s (Wolf and Perron 6). While the tools available to game developers certainly 
changed, and heterogeneous cultures of computer, home console, arcade and handheld 
gaming flourished, game communities and researchers were also met with the challenge 
of defending the legitimacy of a rapidly expanding cultural phenomenon. Responding to 
a general perception that games are “not productive” as cultural artifacts worthy of 
further study, Pearce characterizes digital game culture at the beginning of the 21st 
century as an intersection of bottom-up cultural movements and corporate, hegemonic 
control in a space where “the boundaries between play and production, between work and 
leisure, and between media consumption and media production are increasingly blurring” 
(18). Similarly, Paul Taylor suggests that to capture the full scope of gaming activity—
beyond the “fun” of playing a game—the inclusion of labour as an essential component 
in the experience of play prevents the loss of “analytically productive psychological, 
social, and structural components of games” (70). The key question is whether new forms 
of play only invent new ways for capital to extend its reach into every corner of social 
life.  
 The year 2001 is an especially important year for the study of digital games. 
Following the first international academic conference specifically focused on digital 
games, Espen Aarseth proclaims 2001 to be the beginning of a new discipline within the 
humanities: 
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Computer games are perhaps the richest cultural genre we have yet seen, 
and this challenges our search for a suitable methodological approach. We 
all enter this field from somewhere else, from anthropology, sociology, 
narratology, semiotics, film studies, etc, and the political and ideological 
baggage we bring from our old field inevitably determines and motivates 
our approaches. And even more importantly, do we stay or do we go back? 
Do we want a separate field named computer game studies, or do we want 
to claim the field for our old discipline? (Playing Research) 
 His announcement accompanied the first journal committed solely to the study of 
video games, Game Studies. Ten years later, after what has been described as both a 
“gold rush” for authoritative claims and a “jumble of disagreements and discussions with 
no clear outcomes”, the study of digital games is amply reinforced with academic 
programs, associations and journals across a wide range of disciplines (Juul, 11). In the 
first installment of The Video Game Theory Reader, Wolf and Perron identify key 
debates, such as the nature of interaction and relationship to other forms of media, but 
also stress the openness of the discourse: “…the terrain is only beginning to be explored 
and mapped, the first walkthroughs are just being written. The medium itself is a moving 
target, changing and morphing even as we try to theorize and define it” (Theory Reader 1 
2).  
 In their second volume in 2009, Wolf and Perron no longer feel the need to justify 
the existence of digital games studies, instead concentrating on methodological concerns 
and the link between theory and practice, ultimately anticipating the applicability of its 
findings to other disciplines: “At this time, video game studies seems to have moved into 
a second phase, in which, having set its foundations as an academic field of study, it must 
now attempt to articulate its exact nature and scope, codify its tools and terminology, and 
organize its findings into a coherent discipline” (Wolf and Perron, Theory Reader 2, 4). 
In an attempt to support these goals, Wolf and Perron provide an appendix to the volume, 
demonstrating how different disciplines can apply their own theories and methods to 
further an interdisciplinary study of digital games. While this effort is not unwelcome and 
can result in a productive synthesis of ideas, it also speaks to a level of indecision or 
anxiety about interdisciplinarity as a desirable scholarly practice in the long-term. 
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 The search for methodologically responsible strategies for examining games as 
cultural artifacts is well under way. One recurring theme within digital games research is 
the interconnection of the digital game as aesthetic object to the cultures around it, 
quickly followed by discussion around the need for theories from other disciplines within 
academia to converge and confront pressing issues and debates (Consalvo and Dutton, 
Aarseth, Playing Research). Zagal and Brookman, for example, compare teaching about 
games in an academic setting and the related advances and issues in disciplinary 
formation. The lack of a defined, discipline-specific canon of literature is said to be both 
an educational challenge in an interdisciplinary setting and a tremendous, invigorating 
opportunity, enabling scholars “...to engage in the dialectic and fluid nature of the field”. 
At the same time, the authors concede that a wide range of skill and experience playing 
games and the “rapid evolution of technological platforms” tends to impact the 
accessibility of research and education programs and the capacity for critical learning 
(Zagal and Brookman). In this way, the relationship between games and capital pervades 
in those areas of academia where discipline-specific and idiosyncratic terminology and 
traditions coalesce around the study of game cultures and artifacts. 
 This importance of play, located within the everyday, constitutes the basis of the 
argument that the digital game is a legitimate medium worthy of study, and, for some, an 
art form in its own right. The 1989-90 “Hot Circuits” exhibit at The American Museum 
of the Moving Image chronicled by Slovin is just one instance where the appearance of 
games in an art gallery setting prompted discussions about the power of nostalgia, digital 
media literacy, the preservation and archiving of game culture artifacts, and the role of 
digital games in society. Networks of individuals, institutions and tastemakers play a 
substantial role in shaping how we consider cultural artifacts as art.  
 At the same time, artist communities approach digital games with a productive 
fascination in a significant cultural activity. The intersection of artistic practices and 
digital games according to Stockburger takes the form of “a permanent oscillation 
between appropriation and approximation” where artists—often positioned on the 
periphery of game developer networks—strategically incorporate game aesthetics and 
algorithmic structures into new forms of expression (28). Artistic practices (as social 
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practices, divisions of labour, institutional structures, movements of capital) regulate and 
legitimize digital games as they attempt to bridge the divide between high art and low art. 
 Establishing linkages between old media and new media artifacts and cultural 
practices, Henry Jenkins contends that digital games can have all the sophistication of a 
film, and have the ability to evoke strong emotions in the gamer. This claim supports an 
argument for bringing back an analysis of digital games in academia strongly based in 
aesthetics. Citing the work of cultural critic Gilbert Seldes, Jenkins promotes the idea of 
digital games as a “lively art”, based on democratic patterns of spectatorship similar to 
other twentieth century media forms such as cinema and television. He writes, “Cinema 
and other popular arts were to be celebrated, Seldes insisted, because they were so deeply 
imbedded in everyday life, because they were democratic arts embraced by average 
citizens” (177). Discourses around the aesthetic qualities of digital games as texts, 
including genre, style and questions of “canon” warrant attention from academic and 
non-academic sources alike. Jenkins situates these discourses directly between the pure 
possibility of the medium and their current position within a competitive global 
marketplace: “Criticism encourages experimentation and innovation; commercial 
pressures insure accessibility. The lively arts grow through a careful balancing of the 
two” (186).  
 Such conceptual frameworks do little to distinguish the digital game from that of 
cinema. King and Krzywinska take a different approach, accommodating for processes of 
remediation between digital games and film while reinforcing the radical differences 
between the two. They suggest that while cinema (and cinema studies) is “an important 
point of reference”, a principled examination of digital games necessarily involves 
“carefully establishing the parameters within which it is appropriate or otherwise to 
examine the one medium in light of the other” (ScreenPlay 3). Keeping in mind the often 
pervasive discourse of digital games as cinematic art form, Galloway calls for an “action-
based” theoretical foundation of digital games studies, one that acknowledges the 
interconnected actions of programmers, gamers, and games. He proclaims that “...while 
the mass media of film, literature, television and so on continue to engage in various 
debates around representation, textuality, and subjectivity, there has emerged in recent 
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years a whole new medium, computers and in particular video games, whose foundation 
is not in looking and reading but in the instigation of material change through action” (3-
4). This attempt to define the basic terms by which scholars can approach digital games 
critically is emblematic of a strain of scholarship that is only now coming to prominence.  
 Only recently have questions of power been brought into discussions of digital 
games and their production/consumption, demarcating the “critical” phase of scholarship 
described by Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter, which “...looks at games, and the discourses 
surrounding them, as vectors of contending interests and agendas, and as inculcating 
skills that can serve—but also potentially subvert—established norms” (Games of Empire 
xxvii). Miller offers that focusing on the political economy of digital games, 
encompassing marketing strategies, ownership, labour patterns, and environmental 
impacts, offers a means to escape the “binary of moral panics versus enthusiastic 
celebrations” (8). McAllister proposes a search for points of contention and ideological 
struggle in an effort to isolate the rhetorical forces associated with digital games and 
game cultures. He finds that the gradual development of an academic discourse centered 
around digital games presents a useful example of a shaping of political and economic 
vectors that foregrounds philosophical and ethical tensions: “The scholar who is attentive 
to how economic force shapes both industry and consumer perceptions about computer 
games and gaming will be quick to recognize when it is being used to mask other 
exercises of power, to promote particular interests, and to mollify or even repress voices 
also engaged in the struggle to control how games mean. (McAllister 24). 
 Game studies scholars consistently look to games as aesthetic objects and cultural 
artifacts to lend insight to societal critiques. Galloway's Gaming: Essays on Algorithmic 
Culture in 2006 contends that that forms of political expression are embedded within 
digital games’ algorithmic structures. Interaction with a game necessarily implies a 
flattening of interpretation as “an undivided act wherein meaning and doing transpire in 
the same gamic gesture”: “...the more emancipating games seem to be as a medium, 
substituting activity for passivity or a branching narrative for a linear one, the more they 
are in fact hiding the fundamental social transformation into informatics that has affected 
the globe during recent decades” (106). The work of Julian Stallabras lends insight to this 
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strain of the Marxian critique of culture found in the Frankfurt School writers, one that is 
also interested in games as part of a total and totalizing system. The promise of 
phantasmagorical immersion in games acts as a veneer, masking the political, economic, 
and cultural forms of dominance that threaten to propagate in a “tenebrous dance of the 
utopian and the apocalyptic”:  
In their structure and content, computer games are a capitalist and deeply 
conservative form of culture. Their political content is proscribed by the 
options open to democracy under contemporary capitalism, that is from 
those with liberal pretensions to those which are openly fascistic. All of 
them offer the virtual consumption of empty forms in an ideal market. By 
confining the ideal forms of work and exchange to the digital world, 
computer games might appear to offer an implicit critique of post-
industrial societies where these ideals are no longer on offer. Actually, 
they only conform to the views of the propagandists who say that work is 
always available and that opportunity can always be grasped, that the 
system is in fact ideal but for the laziness and stupidity of those who 
people it. Computer games do set out to give the player an escape into a 
world of certainty and fulfillment, yet they merely echo the past forms of 
industrial work in an ideal, nostalgic vision of the marketplace (Stallabras, 
107-109).  
 Paul Taylor looks to the persistent mythos generated around the hacker as a 
defining figure that can defy or at the very least complicate a narrative of domination. 
This mythos has roots in both real events and imagined futures of online activities, 
mediating the possibilities for digital games as catalysts of social transformation in 
society. To “hack” is to perform a virtuoso feat of technological savvy - such feats are 
meant to have an audience, which firmly grounds hacking as a social activity. However, 
Taylor sees two conflicting tendencies in representations of the hacker and their 
relationship to technology: “...first, computers are presented as an invasive force that 
continually threaten to dehumanize its would-be virtuosos, whilst second, control over 
the ultimate direction of computer technology developments has been subsumed to the 
requirements of the highly abstract and interpersonal system of late capitalism” (P. 
Taylor 603).  
 Writing from a cultural studies perspective, Raessens argues that a positive 
“participatory culture” is possible in the relationship between digital games and society, 
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through a set of interpretive and deconstructive practices that foreground interactivity. A 
bottom-up conception of game cultures requires attaining equitable access to media, 
building active participation in media cultures, enabling processes of heterogeneity (as 
opposed to homogeneity) and engaging with the possibilities of interaction (382-383). 
Andrejevic offers a more cautious take. Less enamored with the prospect of a liberating 
participatory digital culture, Andrejevic suggests that the very notion of interactivity in 
digital media such as games can disrupt modes of critical reflection: “...whenever we are 
told that interactivity is a way to express ourselves, to rebel against control, to subvert 
power, we need to be wary of power’s ruse: the incitation to provide information about 
ourselves, to participate in our self-classification, to complete the cybernetic loop” (41). 
From this perspective, interactivity emerges as a site of struggle.  
 Gamers are integral to the digital games industry, not only as consumers, but also 
as a knowledgeable and well-positioned source of labour. One commonly espoused idea 
about labour in the digital games industry is that the undoubtedly hard work involved in 
developing digital games is replaced (or rather displaced) by the “fun” of playing the 
final product. In Wark's Gamer Theory, games and game spaces are metaphorical lenses 
that can be applied to digital game production and consumption. The playfulness within 
and around digital games as a cultural form acts as a structuring and dominating logic for 
subjects of 21st century global capital: 
Play outside of work found itself captured by the rise of the digital game, 
which responds to the boredom of the player with endless rounds of 
repetition, level after level of difference as more of the same. Play no 
longer functions as a foil for a critical theory. The utopian dream of 
liberating play from the game, of a pure play beyond the game, merely 
opened the way for the extension of gamespace into every aspect of 
everyday life. While the counter-culture wanted worlds of play outside the 
game, the military entertainment complex countered in turn by expanding 
the game to the whole world, containing play forever within it (Gamer 
Theory 016). 
The rigors of game development in this scenario are only one rendering of labour power 
as game logic. The academic institution and the critical study of games in which 
researchers “Apply to top ranked schools”; “Find a good coach”; “Pick a rising subfield”; 
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“Prove [their] abilities”; “Get [themselves] published”; “Get some grants”; and “Get a 
job” does not and cannot lie outside the space of the game (Wark, Gamer Theory 017).  
 When discussing digital games there are a number of agendas, tactics, and 
disciplinary border wars that render any sort of sustained dialogue very difficult. While 
the number of emerging debates regarding digital games can generate a healthy 
excitement in the field and generate a critical momentum, one impulse is to imply unity 
where little or none exists, or characterize the absence of a consensus pertaining to an 
essential nature of digital games as failure (King and Krzywinska, Tomb Raiders 3). 
Many of the rhetorical strategies about digital games and digital games studies revolve 
around the issue of interdisciplinarity and its efficacy within academia.  
 Acknowledging historical neglect in academia due in part to its “low culture” 
status, Mäyrä builds an argument for the interdisciplinary study of digital games 
grounded in the “dual structure” of the medium: if games are to be understood as active 
processes, their layers of representation are inextricably linked with the act of gameplay 
(Game Studies 317). In practice, the interdisciplinary mode can accommodate 
collaborative approaches across disciplines, generating important contributions and 
spurring on new research. However, Mäyrä notes that advances in this area are often 
driven by “contemporary vogue within the academic funding structures” as opposed to 
pressing needs within the research (Game Studies 327). In the interests of sustainability, 
Mäyrä recommends the formation of a disciplinary identity for digital game studies, not 
only to develop a set of commonly understood “concepts, theories, and critical 
discussions”, but also to aid in the formation of “games-focused scholarly journals, 
conference series, and academic associations” (Game Studies 328). 
 As the perception of digital games expands in the wider social realm, scholars are 
positioning themselves to be receptive to and responsible for the direction of the medium. 
As a loosely defined and multidisciplinary discourse, game studies is not bound by the 
same pressures to adhere to certain methodological orthodoxies within academia and can 
develop its own analytical tools to explore how digital games work. The accumulated 
research under the aegis of game studies—in particular its sensitivity to game cultures, 
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digital labour, and ideological struggle, and its capacity for self reflection—is 
encouraging. However, this opportunity must be tempered with recognition of the 
pressures and influences from other related disciplines within academia, who all vie for 
their own survival as relevant discourses. This can often lead to a detrimental paranoia 
amongst those in digital game studies, where other disciplines are “would-be-colonisers” 
to be resisted and beaten (Eskelinen). The determination by prominent writers such as 
Jenkins (2003), for example, to justify the worthiness of digital games as an art object can 
only serve to reinforce disciplinary barriers.  
 There are, however, some disadvantages to a multidisciplinary approach. Like any 
other discipline, digital game studies can be influenced by different disciplines (such as 
film studies, philosophy, literary theory, art history, sociology and psychology) in a way 
that is not constructive or practical. Without a clear field with its own academic lineage 
or tradition to draw upon, the trajectory of digital game studies seems unruly and even 
unclear. The result is a field that is too responsive to moral panics (such as the ongoing 
and often tedious political debate over violence in digital games). For the purposes of 
fostering a useful production of knowledge, a self-reflexive and historically based 
understanding of the disparate and divergent discourses related to digital games is vital to 
any future discussion.  
The Political Economy of Games 
 A newer stream of academic work regarding digital games speaks more 
specifically to the importance of examining the business of digital games as it becomes 
one of the most influential in networks of global capital. Contributions by authors such as 
Geoff King and Tanya Krzywinska (Tomb Raiders), Dmitri Williams, and Aphra Kerr 
(Business and Culture) offer detailed histories of industry development, publishing, and 
distribution strategies, demographics, markets, and social contexts of gaming. Regarding 
her approach, Kerr writes, “Digital games cannot be understood without attention to the 
late capitalist economic systems from which they emerge and the changing political, 
economic and cultural contexts in which they are produced and consumed” (4). 
Individual authorship of early console and computer games in the 1970s and 1980s—
closely related to the activities of hobbyists—bears little resemblance to the rigorous 
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project planning and strict division of labour found in the contemporary multi million-
dollar game development cycle. This section traces the rapidity of change in digital game 
industries and creative labourers inundated by market vectors, including intense 
competition in a globalized market, increased reliance on private and public investment, 
and rapidly evolving approaches in risk management. 
 James Newman offers that “gaming systems have become more technically 
complex and offer potentials far beyond the imagination of the bedroom coders”, but a 
historical narrative focused on exponential increases in processing power and 
sophisticated software tools runs the risk of classifying the history of game development 
as a self-evident, technological progression (37). In this perspective, the imagination of 
highly specialized game designers, programmers, artists, musicians and Quality 
Assurance (QA) workers (who were perhaps at one time bedroom coders) is a means to 
achieve maximum efficiency and profit, aided by new profit-making business models and 
modes of game production to take advantage of technological innovation. These highly 
regimented labour conditions may, as Newman argues, lead to a “situation in which some 
see creativity and innovation being stifled”, but, for digital labourers in a global network 
of production there may be more at stake than simply a loss of creativity (Videogames 
48). 
 The neoliberal imperative is a useful hermeneutic for illuminating the links 
between the kind of strategies deemed essential to the growth of the digital games 
industry and corresponding effects on labour, both inside and outside the university. 
Harvey stresses the uneven development of neoliberal organization in an economic 
system with a global reach: “It is characterized by the emergence of entirely new sectors 
of production, new ways of providing financial services, new markets, and, above all, 
greatly intensified rates of commercial, technological, and organizational innovation” 
(Postmodernity 147). The global networks of digital game hardware manufacturing 
described by Kerr take advantage of free trade agreements such as the North American 
Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and designated free trade zones in developing 
economies to tightly control a specialized production process. Game software 
development, however, is more closely tied to specialized labour and the capacity for 
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development companies to oversee every stage of the development cycle, from 
prototyping to production and testing. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the imperative to increase 
both vertical and horizontal integration in production and marketing cycles through 
studio expansion, outsourcing, mergers, and acquisitions results in a stratification in 
scales of production, with a small concentration of powerful developers at the top. Kerr 
observes that the need to constantly monitor the development of digital games in specific 
genres in geographically-bound niche markets while maintaining a stable labour pool has 
resulted in the establishment of satellite offices across the globe, often through the 
acquisition of smaller developers. This strategy serves a number of functions: by securing 
“access to key intellectual properties and/or to obtain greater control over the creative 
process” and having the ability to “deal with consumer-oriented functions like marketing 
and localization”, a global presence provides flexibility with respect to both production 
and marketing (Kerr 77-78). 
 At the same time, much attention has been directed at local concentrations of 
digital game production, and the conditions in which these groupings of industries thrive. 
This research project is informed by studies of industrial geographies focused on the 
urban and regional development of digital information industries (Piore and Sabel, Neff, 
Maleki and Moriset). While this line of research is wider in scope, it intersects with 
digital game development in many important ways, suggesting useful theoretical and 
methodological directions for investigations of the games industry in Canada as federal 
and provincial governments look to duplicate the success of high-tech hubs in the United 
States. In her description of the excitement around the formation of nodes of high-tech 
industry in locales such as California's Silicon Valley and “Route 128” in the Boston 
area, Saxenian cautions against analysis that downplays local networked activity and 
relies too heavily on proximity. Isolating the “local institutions and culture” of 
government and educational institutions, along with the “social division of labor” within 
organizations and “the degree of hierarchical or horizontal coordination, centralization or 
decentralization, and the allocation of responsibilities and specialization of tasks within 
the firm” allows Saxenian to arrive at a nuanced analysis of digital industry: “The 
concept of an industrial system illuminates the historically evolved relationship between 
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the internal organization of firms and their connections to one another and to the social 
structures and institutions of their particular localities” (7).  
 Similarly, Harvey tracks strategies of governance intended to foster targeted 
industrial growth in urban regions. He finds that the “managerial” methods that define an 
earlier form of governance—typified by the bolstering of public services within a region 
attractive to industry—give way to new policies designed in coordination with other 
groups and interests within a region to reinforce key industries and promote investment 
activity. The entrepreneurial turn typically hinges on the crafting of the “public-private 
partnership" in which “a traditional local boosterism is integrated with the use of local 
governmental powers”; measures are often “speculative in execution and design” where 
governments assume risk through public investment; and agreements enable “The 
construction of place (a new civic center, an industrial park) or the enhancement of 
conditions within a place (intervention, for example, in local labour markets by re-
training schemes or downward pressure on local wages)” (Managerialism 7). These new 
entrepreneurial forms of governance coincide with the advent of post-Fordist economies 
starting in the 1970s that change the function of the state in relation to broader economic 
variables that bear down on regional economies: 
Deindustrialisation, widespread and seemingly 'structural' unemployment, 
fiscal austerity at both the national and local levels, all coupled with a 
rising tide of neoconservatism and much stronger appeal (though often 
more in theory than in practice) to market rationality and privatisation, 
provide a backdrop to understanding why so many urban governments, 
often of quite different political persuasions and armed with very different 
legal and political powers, have all taken a broadly similar direction. The 
greater emphasis on local action to combat these ills also seems to have 
something to do with the declining powers of the nation state to control 
multinational money flows, so that investment increasingly takes the form 
of a negotiation between international finance capital and local powers 
doing the best they can to maximise the attractiveness of the local site as a 
lure for capitalist development (5). 
The link Harvey makes between class relationships and the localized and global free 
market ideologies within economic regions enables a critique of government policy and 
the normalization of industry/academia partnerships that fortify the production and 
reproduction of labour power. These examples of regional industrial analysis present a 
49 
 
stark contrast in relation to microeconomic theoretical approaches that have found their 
way into discussions about policy metrics that impact local competitiveness in a global 
economy (Porter, Florida, Bohemia). 
 Research into the political and economic valences of regional and national 
networks of game development emphasizes the separation of localized game production 
and global markets. This separation creates a dynamic where the necessity of global 
reputation and local advantage can tie companies to a specific region, but only inasmuch 
as wider contexts of production and market activity warrant it. Kerr and Flynn's 2003 
analysis of Irish game development notes the barriers to entry of domestic game 
development attempting to gain market share in “...a situation where high levels of 
cinema/digital games consumption is dominated by overseas product (mainly USA, UK 
and Japanese)” (109). Similarly, Johns in 2006 finds that relationship between hardware 
and software production for console games creates different “geographies of production” 
in three distinct zones: North America, Europe and Asia Pacific (177). The activities of 
the major players (Sony, Nintendo, and Microsoft) in these zones, including the 
appropriation and investment in research and development (R&D), the strategic 
maneuvers to reach niche markets, the outsourcing of the manufacturing of consoles to 
manufacturing hubs such as China, and Taiwan, and relationships with game 
development studios, hinges on the ability to control every aspect of an increasingly 
global production process:  
Through the control of manufacturing games, the console manufacturers 
are able to maintain a powerful grip on the activities of firms in the 
development and publishing stages of the production network. As the 
console manufacturers have a vested interest in producing high quality 
games for their products, they are often willing to offer generous funding 
to developers with promising concepts. As a result, developers are often 
keen to work directly with console manufacturers rather than independent 
publishers,but due to high competition for financial backing, most 
developers are unable to select the publisher they work with. In essence, 
developers are charged with the creative development of a game code, 
which is then passed over to the publisher who oversees the rest of the 
production network (168-69). 
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Although Johns stresses the importance of networks at strategic locations across the 
globe, she notes that a shift is underway, impacting all aspects of the production cycle. 
Online forms of distribution to consumers across the globe, peer-to-peer (P2P) networks 
and the growing ubiquity and importance of online gaming represent major challenges to 
actors in the digital game production network vying for the attention of “national and 
regional governments” who subscribe to the idea of “high-tech industries as drivers of 
economic development” (Johns 177).  
 Discussing the dynamics of the publishing logic of the digital games, 
Hesmondhalgh stresses a similarity to both the music industry and cinema. This 
similarity manifests in an oligopolistic formation of game developers at different scales; 
in modes of production delivering products to niche markets; and in distribution patterns 
via sales of physical proprietary software formats, rentals, or through online services such 
as Steam (owned by Valve Corporation) or battle.net (owned by Blizzard Entertainment). 
However, one critical difference noted by Hesmondhalgh is the reliance on 
“hardware/software synergies”, where digital software technology relies on cutting edge 
hardware for new and innovative product, and advances in computer technology in turn 
rely on profit from games to recoup hardware sold at a loss (Cultural Industries 244). 
 One way to account for a wide range of industry practices in a rapidly 
diversifying market for games is to separate the activities of small studios with few 
employees to large-scale development studios employing hundreds. The licensing of 
valuable intellectual property, the development of games with a high level of technical 
sophistication (with associated labour costs), and the ability to launch marketing and 
promotion campaigns are all associated with the high-risk activity of larger game studios 
who have access to human resources and capital. Analysis of the business of digital game 
development suggests that the escalation of budgets and the length of production 
cycles—most apparent in the development of high-budget, “Triple-A” games—has led to 
consolidations and acquisitions of smaller studios (Zackariasson and Wilson). At the 
same time, game developers and publishers are seeking out new revenue streams 
associated with game releases, such as in-game advertising, monthly subscriptions to 
games with persistent online environments, in-game currencies and economies and 
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downloadable content (DLC). These shifts necessitate a scholarly response to in-game 
consumption practices, changes in production cycles to support the lifespan of a game, 
and regional differences in the usage of digital games as communication media. (Chan 
and Vorderer, Consalvo, Martin, Keeping Up, Yee). 
 The rising prominence of mobile gaming on smartphones, tablets and laptop 
computing as opposed to consoles is one such shift, leading to what Jesper Juul describes 
as a fundamental change in “...the way games and players interact with, define, and 
presuppose each other (Juul 9). Regions of game development in Canada are beginning to 
see an increase in game development at a smaller scale, and larger studios have taken an 
interest in this burgeoning market. Industry surveys found in 2011 that the 42 “large” 
studios (with an average of 221 employees each) who employ almost 60% of the roughly 
16000 workers across the country are displaying a “...rapid growth in resources dedicated 
to social, mobile, casual, and MMO (massively multiplayer online) gaming” (Secor). The 
“indie” spirit usually denotes a sense of entrepreneurship to create and own IP or 
maintain artistic integrity that has more in common with earlier forms of digital game 
development. Martin and Deuze, however, argue that independent game production is 
harder to define because of its success, which has resulted in “symbiotic intersections” 
(286) with developer networks. This shift within the games industry also includes the 
predominance of online distribution practices in the form of browser games, 
downloadable mobile games, and games for portable tablet computers such as the Apple 
iPad. 
 According to Martin and Deuze, successes in the indie mode of game 
development can only deepen the importance of labour practices on a smaller scale. Their 
examination of alternative media practices in the production of games finds that a series 
of varied yet intertwined ideas about creative labor, legitimate production and distribution 
models, and the relationship between production and consumption coalesce in the search 
for new and diverse markets: “As indie games have moved to take advantage of these 
spaces, they are in turn proving the financial viability of these markets, in turn 
contributing to the formation of the global cultural system within which gamework takes 
place” (292). However, the strong entry of independent studios into the digital game 
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market carries with it a measure of risk. In an industry where the flexibility of indie game 
production appears advantageous, the aspects of gamework determined by individual 
labourers may be compromised by industry imperatives and the demands of capital. This 
dynamic becomes more complex as the line between producer and consumer begins to 
blur. 
  Nieborg's work on game modders and the United States military foregrounds a 
relationship between producer and consumer that merits attention. While the U.S. Army 
can “…tap directly into existing technological and socio-economical frameworks of the 
military-entertainment complex”, they are aware that the product of their efforts can be 
equally appropriated and deployed in ways that the military does not intend or find 
favourable (Nieborg). As a result, the 2002 game America’s Army is designed (and its 
source code protected) to limit the actions of “…cheaters, (culture) jammers, artists, 
academics, and disgruntled gamers” (Nieborg). However, there seems to be a double-
appropriation at work. Even with a number of strict, top-down gameplay restrictions 
enforced around America’s Army, gaming communities carefully negotiate their own 
consumption practices—sometimes in ways that could be considered subversive—with 
an awareness of their growing role in the business of games.  
 In a similar vein, Postigo examines modder discourses regarding the utility of 
modification software released by game developers. Online forum discussions revolve 
around the distinction between a mod and a total conversion of a game, markets for mods 
and the ethics about mods as commercial endeavours, and the sometimes contentious 
relationship between modder communities and game companies (Postigo). At the point 
where the labour of mod development becomes indiscernible from that of a worker in a 
game studio, modders contemplate the sustained crunch time, lack of job security and 
other issues as they discover avenues of entry into the industry: “Discussions about 
technology and about the reasons for modding are illuminating as to how modders see 
their place in the arc of game development writ large, a place where community and 
markets coexist, where modding and development are two sides of the same coin and 
where participation and its limits are part of the practice” (Postigo).  
53 
 
 In their analysis of a number of “pirate” practices, such as hacking, modding, 
illicit trading of virtual commodities, and machinima as an appropriation and remediation 
of games and the game aesthetic, Coleman and Dyer-Witheford chart intellectual 
property struggles in the social world of game production/consumption. At the root of 
these trends in online interaction and consumption is the interplay and antagonism 
between commodity and commons, the capacities for technologies and practices to be 
colonized, legally reinforced, circulated, cracked, appropriated, reconstituted, and 
redeployed. These possibilities for interaction, argue Coleman and Dyer-Witheford, 
render the relatively static positions of producer and consumer obsolete: “Where there are 
no audiences, only players, the always dubious boundary between passivity and activity, 
production and consumption, is undercut from the start. The same digital capacities that 
allow games to be played enable players to copy, modify and create games” (947). This 
relationship between producer and consumer in many ways impacts the relationship 
between game companies and their employees, most of which are gamers themselves. 
 Ruggill and McAllister establish five different classifications of duplicity 
(“technical design; industrial and interface design; game design; industry practices; 
scholarship”) where the playfulness of games obscures and alters the conditions whereby 
games are produced and consumed (64). Within this taxonomy, discourses of game 
development that promote the playfulness in the production process can be described as 
“volatility masked as stability”: “The endless string of patent infringement cases, de 
rigueur nondisclosure agreements, union forming and busting actions, mergers, antitrust 
cases, franchise agreements, and so on can be—and often are—viewed as signs that the 
computer game industry is a robust participant in global capitalism” (77). In other words, 
the volatility of fast-paced digital capital comprises the immutable basis for everyday life. 
The labour involved in digital game production is conveniently portrayed as “not labour”, 
as play, as fun. In this idealized situation, work is play and flexibility is stability. 
 In a world of high-paced capital where the lines between production and 
consumption begin to blur, this relationship extends outside the boundaries of the 
traditional workplace and into everyday life, online and offline. Kücklich notes that the 
ambiguity between work and play in the modding community, directly related to the 
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situation of games as product of leisure, is used to subsume the activities of modders 
under the aims of capital in a process catagorized as “playbour”. Kücklich writes, “...in 
the long run the stance modders take vis-a-vis the games industry will determine whether 
modding can survive as a counter-culture or whether it will fall prey to the neo-liberal 
ideology of the games industry” (Playbour). The recruitment and training of labourers is 
a key site of struggle in this process.  
 Research by Deuze, Martin, and Allen contends that the managerial techniques 
that exacerbate a blurring between work and play in the digital games industry, combined 
with the reinforcement of an “individualized and pragmatic work-style” has produced a 
troubling set of working conditions. In this scenario, 
...a picture emerges of an environment where the organization of work 
cannot be seen separately from personal and social issues and interests, 
which in turn runs counter to the signaled managerial practice of an almost 
militarized systematic division of labor (at least on paper) – a model for 
productivity based on multiple milestones and a professional context that 
can be characterized by increasing corporate pressures to bring in ever-
increasing returns on investments. (348-350). 
Other research regarding labour in the digital games industry exposes social divisions and 
inequality in an international labour force. The “creativity”, “cooperation”, and “cool” 
image of game development described by de Peuter tends to draw attention away from a 
“transnational meshwork of satellite offices, subsidiary studios, and contracted-out work” 
running through the entire digital games value chain” (Labour 3). While game developers 
in Asian and North American locales vie for jobs at the top studios, any rhetoric touting 
the conflation between work and play falls away completely in other contexts of 
production. A “global game factory” includes “maquiladora plants where hand-helds are 
made up by nimble-fingered female labor; the regimented electronics assembly lines of 
South China from which Xbox 360s and PS3's pour; and the toxic e-waste sites of 
Nigeria and Delhi, where the products of Sony and Nintendo are amongst the most 
noxious disassembled by subsistence-wage scavengers” (Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter, 
Empire@Play). 
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 Kline, Dyer-Witheford, and de Peuter situate these uneven conditions of game 
labour—across geographies, incomes, genders, and ethnicities—conceptually within 
overlapping circuits that emphasize the movement from production to commodity to 
reception. The development of new media technologies, generated cultural activities and 
the marketing of games all interweave, closing off and generating new circuits of 
interaction. They write, “Our model conjures a historical moment where cultural 
processes, market growth, and technological innovation have been assimilated into the 
ensemble of management practices that are focused on fostering and exploiting the 
dynamism that is created between these circuits in a wired marketplace that is beset with 
instabilities in meaning and identity” (Kline, Dyer-Witheford, and de Peuter 59). The 
tripartite lens of technology, culture and marketing employed by Kline et al mobilize rich 
theoretical traditions of political economy and cultural studies, in particular the work of 
Raymond Williams, who emphasizes the importance of culture as a “constitutive social 
process”, enveloping a range of political, economic and social shifts (19).  
 Additionally, male-dominated positions within the games industry may create a 
work environment that exacerbates gendered divisions of labour. Historically, risk averse 
business practices and a general lack of will to develop games that appeal to all genders 
result in “an industry built around games made by males for males” (Dyer-Witheford and 
de Peuter, EA Spouse). An in-depth study of game studio organization and activity 
conducted by Johnson finds that the organizational hierarchy within game studios, social 
rituals between groups of co-workers, tasks assigned to workers and expectations of 
overwork either intentionally or unintentionally reinforce virtues of “technomasculinity”: 
the idea that tinkering or interacting with technology as an essential male activity. The 
disparity between male and female workers in the United Kingdom games industry leads 
Prescott and Bogg to statistically link the under-representation of women in science, 
engineering, and technology fields with a gender pay gap, a substantial glass ceiling and 
the lack of a balance between work life. This, combined with the perception of the games 
industry as “masculine, 'geeky', and unsocial”, present formidable barriers to entry and 
advancement for women (Prescott and Bogg 139). Confronted with evidence of 
widespread sexism in the Canadian game development workplace, Dyer-Witheford and 
Sharman in 2005 suggest that the context of labour, in which only 10%-15% of jobs in 
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game studios are held by women, represents “...not only a limit to market expansion and 
an obstacle to girls and women learning digital skills, it is also a potential source of 
workplace turbulence inside games companies” (203).   
  Huws describes two distinct groups of living labour entangled in systems of of 
production and consumption, blurring workspace and domestic space, and instigating 
reconfigurations of class and gender positions. The first is the “process knowledge” 
worker, who uses easily transferable (and thus devalued) skills to operate electronic 
technologies such as telephones, fax machines, and word processors. The second type of 
labour is based on the production of ideas, which serves to generate intellectual capital. 
This form of capital, in turn, can be easily appropriated in the future. (Huws, Cybertariat 
140-142). Regarding the service worker, with little value placed on individual 
contribution over time, and with widespread standardization of labour due to 
globalization, the result is a process of devaluation. The “creativity” and “autonomy” of 
game developers and other knowledge workers lies at the center of a set of “antagonistic 
imperatives” that exemplify a wider economic, political, and social restructuring 
conforming to a neoliberal imperative: “On the one hand, companies have to balance 
their insatiable need for a stream of innovative ideas with the equal strong imperative to 
gain control over intellectual property and manage a creative workforce. On the other, 
creative workers have to find a balance between the urge for self-expression and 
recognition and the need to earn a living” (Huws, Expression 504). 
 An overall intensification of antagonisms proceeds along four primary vectors 
according to Huws: the“personal control exercised through relationships and obligations 
between known individuals”, “hierarchical structures and strict rules of entry” set by 
bureaucratic organizations, “Tayloristic systems of control” over working conditions, and 
“control by the market” in terms of competition for markets and demand for skilled 
digital labour (Expression 515-516). The development of trade unions through class 
awareness that Huws champions as essential for a growing “cybertariat” would represent 
an attempt to strengthen the legacy of collective action as a means for marginalized 
groups to challenge monopolies of power. 
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 Institutions of higher learning are a crucial node in this generation of this specific 
kind of labour. The production and dissemination of ideas is central to the labour of 
University faculty, both inside and outside the classroom. Additionally, research by 
students in the form of select class assignments and paid or unpaid internships further 
entrenches patterns of idea production and exchange in a wider and increasingly 
globalized marketplace. Ned Rossiter's work closely examines the channeling of this 
second type of labour detailed by Huws in his description of the “Creative Industries” 
movement, an industry configuration originating in Australia and Britain. In a system that 
“...depends on the ongoing combination of cheap labour enabled by a low currency rate 
and the capacity of students to access the skills and training offered by universities”, this 
initiative has been embraced by neoliberal governments and policy-makers. (Rossiter 29) 
Citing competitive pressures and the essential freedom of business to operate in a global 
economy, the Creative Industries movement highlights the “...rich technological 
infrastructures often subsidized by the state, …high labour skills, a low currency 
exchange rate, and the lowest possible labour costs” (Rossiter 29).  
 Analysis of the context of education and education policy in a global market 
described by Huws and Rossiter have great value in that they can account for different 
conditions of labour and related economic shifts. This especially pertains to recent 
neoliberal patterns of governance that the global digital games industry and post-
secondary institutions are highly implicated in. Promoting the benefits of “privatization 
and deregulation combined with competition”, the neoliberal state is configured to 
“persistently seek out internal reorganizations and new institutional arrangements that 
improve its competitive position as an entity vis-à-vis other states in the global market” 
(Harvey, Neoliberalism 65). Comparisons of different regions of game development 
provide evidence of the presence of both neoliberal ideology and configurations of work 
that appear on the surface to be incompatible to this ideology. Teipen's study of labour 
conditions in the German, Polish, and Swedish games industries finds that while some 
elements of game production (educational program support in Germany and Poland; 
small markets in Sweden and Poland; dominance of international publishing companies 
in all three) substantially hinder growth, unionization and collective bargaining do not. 
Developers in Sweden are competitive despite unionization in the industry and a very low 
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percentage of temporary contract workers at the top game studios. Teipen concludes that 
the discrepancy speaks volumes about neoliberalism: “...its hypotheses about the 
influence of institutional frameworks on companies are mostly examined via quantitative 
indicators of the success of companies and industries. The companies themselves and the 
way they function remain a ‘black box’” (331). 
 Commentators such as Terranova are quick to note that many of these newer 
forms of labour do not have a cause-and-effect relationship with capital. Investigating 
"free" forms of labour found on the Internet, Terranova challenges the notion that these 
efforts are somehow "pure" forms of creation before they are subsumed into the apparatus 
of capital. She does so by de-emphasizing the product of creative energies (such as new 
forms of entertainment or communication) and foregrounding that the labour process 
involved is always formed in relation to capitalist movements and practices. She writes: 
"Incorporation is not about capital descending on authentic culture but a more immanent 
process of channeling collective labor (even as cultural labor) into monetary flows and its 
structuration within capitalist business practices" (Terranova 39). 
  Grappling with the ramifications of “free labour” through the production of user-
generated content, user mods, unpaid internships, and other forms of work associated 
with digital games, Hesmondhalgh pinpoints the difficulty in linking the exploitation of 
digital labourers with the exploitation of forms of manual work. While both are integral 
components of digital game production cycles, it appears much harder to trace the 
struggles over “free labour”, its relationship to other common forms of unpaid work, its 
points of rupture and subversive or revolutionary capacities, and the “highly uneven” 
outcomes for digital labourers (User-Generated Content 281). Similarly, the potentially 
exploitative qualities of game labour may clash with the subjective experience of the 
labourers themselves, who may see unpaid overtime and intense crunch periods as “the 
outcome of passionate engagement, creativity and self-expression, and opportunities for 
socializing in fields in which ‘networking’ is less about ‘schmoozing’ the powerful than 
‘chilling’ with friends, co-workers and people who share similar interests and 
enthusiasms” (Gill and Pratt 18). Banks and Humphreys observe that game development 
projects with user co-creation components reveal a wide range of motivations for the 
59 
 
creation of fan content, including the desire to develop skills for future employment or 
simply to utilize reputation earned within gaming communities. The commercial and non-
commercial goals of user-generated content development described in their case study of 
one such project generated conflicts within the ranks of the development team and within 
groups of dedicated fan creators, in ways that disrupt and call into question the entire 
game development process: “The intersection of these diverse practices, motivations and 
interests generates conflict and tensions concerning when this activity becomes work or 
labour, how relations with the professional members of the development team are 
negotiated, how the rights to material are to be negotiated, and who should have access to 
information and support” (Banks and Humphreys 411). 
 The emphasis on the discussion of boundaries—what does or does not qualify as 
work in the new economy—has elicited feminist critiques of labour and an examination 
of biopolitical struggles of women as they enter new media industries. Although 
configurations of class still emerge as a central to new forms of labour under post-Fordist 
capital, McRobbie calls for closer attention to be paid to “a critical interface that develops 
from the late 1970s onwards, between the wider impact of the women’s movement... and 
the modes of counter-response which capital, the state and consumer culture develop to 
constrain and re-shape, by means of a range of biopolitical strategies, the whole terrain of 
gender and sexuality.” (61) 
 One of the key factors in these debates is the amount of control over information 
delegated to workers, in terms of skills, decision-making, and autonomy, which is 
desirable in modern contexts of labour. Importantly, the specific qualities of immaterial 
labour, and the subsequent demands placed on workers leads to a state of being that more 
closely aligns intellectual pursuits, political activity and labour: 
The activities of this kind of immaterial labor force us to question the 
classic definitions of work and workforce, because they combine the 
results of various different types of work skill: intellectual skills, as 
regards the cultural-informational content; manual skills for the ability to 
combine creativity, imagination, and technical and manual labor; and 
entrepreneurial skills in the management of social relations and the 
structuring of that social cooperation of which they are a part (Lazzarato). 
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The form of labour found in post-Fordist capital is very different from previous forms in 
which the system of production relied on an exacting and consistent separation of 
intellectual, entrepreneurial, and manual skills, exemplified in the thoroughly "scientific" 
management practices of Taylorism.  
 In-depth analysis of the economics of game production and the management of 
human resources uncovers added dimensions to the day-to-day conditions of digital 
labourers that cannot be easily reconciled within managerial strategy. A report to 
Canada's Social Science Humanities Research Council (SSHRC) points to fundamental 
problems within the full digital game development cycle, from pre-production to post-
production. In it, the authors find that the highest labour costs incurred in the middle of 
the production cycle—known as “peak overhead”—presents a number of problems for 
studios. Specifically, the risk aversion practices that often sacrifice creativity and 
innovation also create a scenario where labourers and their valued skills cannot be easily 
transferred to other projects:  
For large projects, it is often difficult to ramp up the headcount from the 
small handful during conceptualization to the large army of creators 
needed during full production... Conversely, studios will often shed 
headcount when a project hits post-production as it cannot sustain the 
expense of idle workers until the start of the next production phase. If a 
studio does not want to incur the friction cost of hiring and firing large 
batches of staff, then they must constantly sustain labour cost at the peak 
level. This introduces idle talent and wasted resources to the studio 
(Gouglas et al 12). 
In cases where companies routinely hire and fire workers in accordance with the 
development cycle, the precariousness of employment in the digital games industry 
increases as workers move from project to project. Viewed from the perspective of 
workers, the “idle talent and wasted resources” may itself present opportunities for 
workers to utilize their skills and access professional networks in moments that elude the 
strict discipline and grind of the game development cycle. Digital game development and 
production is widely dispersed all over the globe, and although its close connection to 
neoliberal policy has helped ensure a modicum of resistance from worker movements, the 
digital games industry is by no means immune to multitudinous pressures. In Dyer 
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Witheford and de Peuter's 2006 case study, the "EA Spouse" blog postings which shook 
up the digital games industry in Canada and forced a reexamination of labour in game 
development serves as a valuable staging ground for issues of collective action.  
Educational Institutions 
 My analysis of the changes within Post-Secondary institutions and research 
partnerships will be largely confined to the last forty years, a span of time that 
corresponds with the growth and prominence of the digital game industry. However, most 
critical literature regarding the contemporary University takes into account the hundreds 
of years of concretized practices and institutional/administrative change. Using this 
analysis, the entry of digital games into academia is just one added development in a long 
history of public/private partnerships.  
 Any critique of the contemporary university as an institution necessarily invokes 
not only previous configurations of the institution, but also previous discussions about its 
mandate, limits, and relevance to society as a whole. In recent years there have been a 
number of works that focus on institutional analysis from a broad set of disciplinary 
perspectives suitable to satisfactorily examine new configurations of the university and 
new questions to be asked about the role of the institution. Some of these concentrate on 
the different forms technology that become ingrained within educational practices (Noble 
et al, Robins and Webster, Technical Fix), while others focus on macro-level changes that 
mirror the structure of private industry (Aronowitz, Brown and Schubert).  
 Readings interprets changes regarding the contemporary university in terms of the 
re-articulation of a ongoing cycle of crisis relative to the society around it. The rhetorical 
shift that forms the basis of Readings’ work is a symptom of a larger questioning of the 
societal purpose and legitimacy of the university: "The current crisis of the University of 
the West proceeds from a fundamental shift in its social role and internal systems, one 
which means that the centrality of the traditional humanistic disciplines to the life of the 
University is no longer assured" (3). A linguistic symbol of this crisis is the deployment 
of "excellence" as the raison d’etre for the current University's 
bureaucratic/administrative structure. This intentionally vague term replaces 
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philosophical principle with business model, professor with administrator, and student 
with client. Requiring an alignment of administration, faculty, student and citizen 
subjectivities, metrics of excellence exist within an “entirely closed system”, employing 
principles of scientific management and the language of efficiency as mechanism of 
power and bureaucratic control (27). At the same time, “excellence” conforms to the 
brand of "flexibility" desirable in post-Fordist capital. As a fully malleable and ultimately 
meaningless term, “excellence responds very well to the needs of technological 
capitalism in the production and processing of information” (32). Readings points to this 
term as both revealing and masking major problems in the structure and orientation of the 
institution: "The notion of excellence, functioning less to permit visual observation than 
to permit exhaustive accounting, works to tie the University into a similar net of 
bureaucratic institutions. 'Excellence', that is, functions to allow the University to 
understand itself solely in terms of the structure of corporate administration" (3).  
 This way of understanding post-secondary education leads to paradoxical and 
often counter-intuitive measures that ultimately serve the agenda of the university of 
excellence. One example that Readings cites is that"…the discourse of excellence can 
incorporate campus radicalism as proof of the excellence of campus life or of student 
commitment" (150). The production of knowledge in this context by faculty in the form 
of research and teaching is obscured by administrative narratives of students acting as 
consumers of knowledge packaged as commodity to be accumulated and traded. While 
the overall argument offered by Readings has been criticized as overly “conceptual” and 
too narrowly focused in the Humanities, its provocative nature has catalyzed a number of 
badly needed discussions about the future of the university (Robins and Webster, Virtual 
University, Wark, Hacker 057).  
 Readings offers that the relationship between the university and society is directly 
affected by the diminished role of the nation-state in ensuring the continued flow of 
capital. Through the political and economic effects of globalization, Readings signals 
“the end of 'culture' as a regulatory ideal that could unite community and communication 
so as to allow the analogy between the University and the modern state to function” (89). 
Without a strong mandate to uphold the cultural values and economic reputation of the 
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national economy, the university has, in an attempt to retain legitimacy, reverted to a site 
and propagator of capitalist investment and economic management, acting as one more 
channel through which global capital flows. Although interaction with industry is not 
new to the university, its role as a source of knowledge and valuable human resources 
(faculty and students) aligns much closer with the needs of capital.  
 Buchbinder and Newson analyze the Canadian context of corporate-university 
partnerships, recognizing the role of governmental policy and the wider shifts in 
university organization in North America. They find that a shift away from the university 
as a socially and publicly responsible institution, present since the 1950s, and exacerbated 
with “chronic underfunding” in the 1980s, has made it easier for universities to produce 
research with a profit motive, and for corporations to "penetrate" the university as a 
means to carry out their own research (Buchbinder and Newson 360). They argue that 
gradual political, economic, and cultural changes in the structure and organization of the 
university in Canada have resulted in a close alignment with capitalist production 
processes. Even though industry has always been implicated in the support and growth of 
university initiatives, recent years have seen "…a transition to new, high-tech forces of 
production where information and other new technologies emerge from university 
research labs and respond to private production and marketing demands" (Buchbinder 
and Newson 355). The adoption of strategies gleaned from the corporate world, they 
argue, has turned research into marketable commodity, and turned researchers into 
entrepreneurs. A symptom of the commodification of research is the growing importance 
of proprietary technology as not only the nexus of research, but also the primary means of 
profit generation. If this is the case, what specific mechanisms within the University have 
facilitated the process?  
 The work of Slaughter and Leslie attempts to describe the flows of technology 
and knowledge transfer that characterize the contemporary institutional context. Their 
term, “academic capitalism”, arrives out of the context of academia in the West, where 
governments were pressured by corporate interests to invest in resources to intensify the 
potential for innovation. Accelerated by patterns of globalization and favourable 
legislation, academic researchers found themselves able to participate in the market like 
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never before. The result is an institutional environment that tends to blur the boundary 
between institution of higher learning and corporation where researchers are in direct 
competition with the private sector (Slaughter and Leslie 4-8). In a follow-up to this 
book, Slaughter and Rhodes in 2004 use academic capitalism in a much more complex 
way to depict the activities of an entire “regime” of institutional knowledge production. 
Analysis of this regime begins with social actors within academic and administrative 
networks who integrate with a new, knowledge-based economy (7-13). The effects of this 
regime extend far and wide across academia: peer-reviewed research, faculty hiring 
practices, tenure, intellectual property, undergraduate and graduate education, marketing, 
budgeting and investment, managerial power, teaching practices and technological 
infrastructure (Slaughter and Leslie 14-30). 
 A common way to capture the transformation of the university and its relationship 
with and resemblance to industry is to subsume it under the term “corporate u”. The 
“corporate u” is described in the Chronicle of Higher Education as a gradual shift to a 
“market-oriented ideology” with the influx of private funding and financial management 
within Universities (Lazerson). Intensifying in the 1980s, the “corporate u” narrative 
positions universities as profit-oriented organizations well-positioned to exploit a demand 
for post-Secondary education. In broad strokes, the “corporate u” foregrounds a 
professoriate transitioning into “government advisers, policy analysts, corporation 
consultants, and media commentators”; an increased role of “institutional managers” and 
“governing boards” connected to the private sector; a decreased role for faculty as 
“important decision makers” in the day-to-day operation of the university; and a rapid 
increase in tuition for students seeking to maximize a return on their educational 
investment (Lazerson). 
 Bousquet depicts a labour force within the university dominated by a “managerial 
mind-set” that pervades within administrative ranks, based on the exigencies of markets, 
global economic conditions, and oppositional labour practices. His contention is that 
concerned groups within the institution are splintered as the hegemony of managerialism 
extends to faculty and students: 
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The extent to which managerial ideology is at least partly hegemonic of 
faculty generally and even, distressingly, of organized faculty, is a matter 
of immediate political urgency. To some extent, the vulnerabilities of 
faculty in this regard flow from their situation as educators. Like others 
involved in the labor of social reproduction, educators are under particular 
pressure to embody and transmit the values of power—which seeks 
through their labor to reproduce itself and the circumstances most 
favorable to itself. The degree to which schooling can serve anti-
egalitarian and anti-democratic purposes, and complicity with capitalist 
exploitation, is also the degree to which educators can be persuaded to 
arrangements that are hostile to democracy and equality in their own 
workplaces (Bousquet 93-94). 
In the name of efficiency and innovation, these values so central to the contemporary 
university exacerbate uneven (often gendered) wage conditions, precarity of adjunct 
faculty, exploitation of student labour, and capacities for groups to organize around the 
collective rights of workers.  
 Research conducted by Dobbie and Robinson, for example, find a striking 
increase in the contracting of non-tenure-track faculty work, encouraged in part by the 
tendency of tenured faculty unions to aggravate a split in the labour market: “For these 
workers, the restructuring of higher education has meant employment characterized by 
the problems that typically accompany contingent or casual labor: little or no job security, 
low and irregular wages, few if any benefits, limited employer investment in professional 
development, and piecing together several jobs to make ends meet” (118). 
 While dissent and general unease is prevalent in many departments, especially in 
the humanities, the aims of other departments within the university are much clearer with 
respect to university/industry collaboration (Bok 5). When analyzing the relationships 
that have formed between university departments and the digital games industry, 
particular scrutiny needs to be applied to those departments such as computer science and 
related programs that have long-standing capacities for knowledge transfer. In addition, 
tensions between departments and disciplines can point to institutional histories while at 
the same time setting a tone for debates about the university and its future incarnations. 
 It is no coincidence that at the same time, universities have become vital to the 
establishment and growth of high-tech capital. The wider demands that fuel the calls for 
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integration of communication technologies in the classroom consistently point to the 
advent of "the Information Society" as a global beacon, signaling a complete overhaul of 
post-secondary education. Kevin Robins and Frank Webster see the “Information 
Society” not as an inevitable result of the technological advancement of the past thirty 
years alone, but as a means of influencing power relationships that cannot be 
unproblematically separated from the technologies themselves. "Instead of persistently 
accounting for the development of particular technologies as but the misapplication of 
scientific discovery, we should do better to concede that substantive technologies are 
what we have and it is the rationality they represent with which we must come to terms" 
(Robins and Webster, Technical Fix 7). Their combined analysis of the ramifications of 
the "computer age" uncovers a desocialization and dehistorization of technological 
innovations, all in the name of "progress". The current institutional environment certainly 
facilitates research related to digital games, although it is not always clear if such 
research can be fully removed from overriding narratives of technological innovation and 
progress, or from the further imposition of a market logic and values into the educational 
system as a whole.  
 There is a cost attached to this narrative of progress. When my analysis shifts to 
the university as an integral node in the production of digital games, it will be important 
to acknowledge the role of digital games and its associated technological apparatus in 
everyday university life. However limited my analysis of these practices will be, one 
point worth making is that these communication technologies are becoming more 
ubiquitous in all facets of university activity: taking classes, teaching, and researching. 
The technological infrastructure required can include computers with presentation 
software (Microsoft products such as PowerPoint and Word, ), digital video projection, 
Multiple media format playback (DVD, VHS), e-overhead projector equipment, sound 
projection, internet access and projection, classroom “clicker” systems for interactive 
instruction, wireless network systems for students, and technical support for portable 
computing plagiarism detection software such as turnitin.com. The demand for such 
additions to university departments from students, instructors, researchers and 
administrators may reflect a wider cultural practice, but may present problems both for 
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practical concerns such as budgetary expenditure and strategy, and broader philosophical 
and ethical concerns about technology and its integration into the university.  
 Perhaps more important than the actual tangible hardware, it is the idea of such 
technology and the social relationships it engenders that deserves attention as an 
instrument of power. Jonathan Sterne describes a tendency within academia to see new 
digital technologies (of which digital games are commonly situated at the forefront), as 
an “ontologically special” phenomena that is above or removed from a world of social 
practices. (385) “There are many forces in place that encourage us to ask certain 
questions of technologies, to define technology in certain ways to the exclusion of others, 
and to accept the terms of public debate as the basis for our research programs” (Sterne 
368). Establishing “essential” qualities of technology, digital or otherwise, tend to efface 
some of the particular relationships found in specific contexts.  
 With a keen interest in mapping how the use of Information and Communication 
Technologies (ICTs) will transform the role of Universities, John Tiffin and Lalita 
Rajasingham establish a new archetype for the pedagogy of the future in their book The 
Global Virtual University. Their detailed model is centered on the needs of students, 
flexible, democratic instead of authoritarian and computer mediated. In stark contrast, 
they assert that the old episteme is beset with a deepening “malaise” that has resulted in a 
“creeping corruption of the academic spirit” (Tiffin and Rajasingham 18-19). The 
information society, they add, impatient with the University’s unresponsiveness, has 
thrust change upon the Universities, led by “a growing body of literature being hammered 
onto University doors by fearless souls that amounts to a call for reformation” (18). Tiffin 
and Rajasingham envision the new “episteme” of University instruction as removed from 
the traditional classroom and conducted in a “virtual” setting. The majority of writings 
that support and analyze the integration of ICT into Universities also point to the benefits 
of distance learning or e-learning as new educational modes in sync with the demands of 
the global information age. 
 It would seem that Universities have responded. In the last fifteen to twenty years, 
there have been significant and rapid investments in computer technology in practically 
68 
 
all departments at the University level. Noble, for example, draws out the slow but sure 
transition of academic capitalism and corporatization’s influence from institutionalized 
research to basic modes of instruction, up to and including online education. He argues 
that while both the penetration of ICTs into the university and the rhetoric around its 
implementation and success can be analyzed in terms of technological fetishization and 
determinism, the result is the commoditization of higher education at every level. With 
education being eclipsed by training, post-secondary education moves closer to a factory 
(or “diploma mill”) model, replete with “...speed-up, routinization of work, greater work 
discipline and managerial supervision, reduced autonomy, job insecurity, employer 
appropriation of the fruits of their labour, and, above all, the insistent managerial 
pressures to reduce labour costs in order to turn a profit” (Noble 284). While this 
snapshot of the institution is intentionally polemical, it rightly points to the role of capital 
in guiding and streamlining this process. It also raises some unanswered questions. If 
indeed one of the effects of ICTs in post-secondary education is Taylorization at all 
levels, what are some of the characteristics of this deployment of technology that have 
required universities to adapt? Harvey argues that the perceived need for intensified and 
networked interaction is one of the key conditions that allows the logic of post-Fordist 
capital to enter into the university. In its attempt to “bring all human action into the 
domain of the market” by opening up new or unregulated markets, information 
technology and its “capacities to accumulate, store, transfer, analyse, and use massive 
databases to guide decisions in the global marketplace” garners the support of powerful 
interests within educational institutions (Harvey, Neoliberalism 3).  
 For Trow, the speed in which the introduction of ICTs occurs, coupled with the 
perceived necessity of such rapid change, are defining characteristics of the contemporary 
university. University infrastructure plans requiring years of careful bureaucratic 
maneuvering and funding allotment are suddenly under intense pressure to move at the 
pace of the technology, or risk delivering outdated ICT to teachers, researchers and 
students. Because of this pressure, many universities have taken on a large commitment 
to maintain a competitive level of ICTs in most departments, establishing standards that 
must be met. Most concerning for Trow is that many of these rapid changes – some done 
on an ad-hoc or department-by-department basis – are not able to effectively gauge why 
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the technology should be implemented in the first place. A possible result of these 
changes for university administrators is a bureaucratic quagmire: “...the speed of change 
does not give policy making bodies the time horizons that they need for those policies to 
be rationally related to the situations to which they are addressed even a few years down 
the road” (Trow 303-304). 
 One strategy is to explore the kinds of possible relationships between those who 
work within the academic institution and the significant economic, political and social 
issues that attend any discussion of the contemporary university. Newfield outlines a set 
of positions that attempt to address both educational goals and the needs of capital, 
objectives that have not been mutually exclusive historically. The “reform position”, 
widely held by university administrators, contends that recent political and economic 
conditions (funding cuts, encouragement to integrate with commerce, the growing ability 
to make profit in the marketplace) necessitate a more integrated relationship with capital 
at every level of post-secondary education. At the same time, this relationship is viewed 
as having limits that must be respected, to the benefit of both university and industry: 
“The university and business are partners that should not fuse, neighbors that need good 
fences, friends who remember that opposites attract” (Newfield 40). Newfield highlights 
a few problems with this perspective. It tends to rely on a model of post-Fordist capital 
characterized by momentum and stability, while underestimating the significance of those 
areas of activity within the university that do not lead to immediate economic gain (51-
52). 
 The alternative positions advocated by Newfield foreground other principles for 
guiding university policy in the 21st century. One involves a de-emphasis on developing 
skilled labour for capital while recognizing and enriching the capacity of education to 
emancipate labour through the support of humanist/democratic ideals, while the other 
position involves incorporating a politics of innovation and information in the academy 
that stresses the idea of the “commons” (Newfield 57). The latter builds on a growing 
body of literature relating to the “gift economy”, a concept based on altruism and 
cooperation in social networks that questions the foundational principles that define 
property, innovation, and information (Lessig, Benkler). The challenge of this strategy is 
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to cultivate and maintain a culture within the university that treats intellectual property as 
something other than a fully integrated instrument of capital to be protected at all costs. 
 Moten and Harney take up a much more polemical position by asserting that the 
only possible way to criticize the university is from a space of “criminality and fugitivity” 
(104) They contend that the labour necessary to confront the core antagonisms of the 
university happens underground, in the Undercommons. As a network of “marooned” 
people and activities—“composition teachers, mentorless graduate students, adjunct 
Marxist historians, out or queer management professors, state college ethnic studies 
departments, closed down film programs, visa-expired Yemeni student newspaper 
editors, historically black college sociologists, and feminist engineers”—the 
Undercommons is contrasted with professionalism, which is defined and regulated by the 
institutional apparatus of the university and the state (104). Under a regime of 
professionalism, attempts at what Motin and Harney distinguish as “critical education” 
only serve to perpetuate the system and pacify any attempts at real change: “...what can it 
mean to be critical when the professional defines himself or herself as one who is critical 
of negligence, while negligence defines professionalism?” (111-112) In other words, is it 
possible to mount an effective critique of the university while at the same time engaged 
in the professional activities that perpetuate the conditions that provoke critique? The 
Undercommons may be a space (or non-space) consistently under threat, but its 
parameters, or lack thereof, can inform strategies required to combat some of the 
problems of the university as one node in a wider ideological apparatus. 
 Nick Dyer-Witheford's critique of capitalism in high-tech Western society 
contains a valuable account of the site of the university as one of struggle, taking place on 
a number of macro and micro levels. This account of the university recalls and echoes the 
concerns and theoretical insight of Gramsci (1971) in its acknowledgment of an ongoing 
negotiation of intellectual activity with issues of class and institutional power. The 
section in Cyber-Marx regarding "The Corporate-Academic Complex" is particularly 
germane to a discussion of the new ways in which capital seeks to mobilize institutions to 
serve its needs. As he notes, the University is vital to the growth of high-tech capital, 
which acknowledges the idiosyncratic, “open” properties of intellectual activities. “Part 
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of what business seeks in its invasion of academia is the creativity and experimentation of 
social labour-power, qualities vital to a high-technology economy based on perpetual 
innovation. But if industry is to benefit from such invention-power, it cannot entirely 
regiment the institutions of education” (Dyer-Witheford, Cyber-Marx 235). By this 
rationale, any effort to smoothly and efficiently speed up the rate in which Universities 
comply with the needs of capital quickly exposes budgetary changes, high-level 
organizational shifts, and worker exploitation at all levels, in addition to the changes to 
the focus of research. In the long term, these shifts can actually work against the aims of 
capital (110).  
 According to Dyer-Witheford, this acceleration tends to intensify two important 
impulses within the university: "First, it has provided business with the facilities to 
socialize the costs and risks of extraordinarily expensive high-technology research, while 
privatizing the benefits of the innovations. Second, it has subsidized capital's retraining of 
its post-Fordist labor force" (110). Dyer-Witheford reminds the reader, however, that 
these changes are not unique to the university. While the university has traditionally 
asserted autonomy from outside pressures such as market forces, it is still susceptible to 
basic structural shifts in economic systems and the intensifying logic that accompanies it. 
As the organizing principles of the university grow closer to that of business-led 
enterprise, Dyer-Witheford sees an opportunity to connect with the struggles of workers 
and worker movements, and to link the labour of students with that found in other 
industrial sectors, both locally and globally: "The conventional distinction so often made 
between the University and the 'real' world, at once self-deprecating and self protective, 
becomes less and less relevant" (112). However, as Dyer-Witheford notes, "the 
cartography of capital's circuit maps not just its strengths but also its weaknesses" (92). 
Charting the flows of technology and knowledge from the University to the digital games 
industry and vice versa can lead to a better understanding of the ongoing process, and 
reveal important avenues for critique and intervention.  
Knowledge and Technology Transfer 
 The term “knowledge transfer” can be found predominantly in texts that speak to 
themes in business management and organizational studies disciplines (Agrawal, 
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Perkmann and Walsh, Arundel and Geuna). It is commonly used to represent a series of 
methods deployed to streamline and strengthen a cycle of knowledge from private 
industry to university departments and vice versa. In order for this to happen, knowledge 
transfer also involves the donation and circulation of economic capital, technological 
infrastructure and research facilities. A major objective of these partnerships is to develop 
knowledge or technology into a viable patent. This form of intellectual property is then 
deployed in ways designed to ensure maximum profit for both the university and the 
associated private interest. To this end, university-aligned startup companies are often 
formed. These companies are designed to manage the application of patents in business 
endeavours. 
 Focusing specifically on the changes implemented under the Thatcher 
government in the 1980s, Robins and Webster point to a perceived crisis in education, 
where “Schools, according to the government, have tended to devalue the central role of 
business and industry, and consequently have failed to equip their pupils for later training 
and the world of work” (Technical Fix 121-122). In their own analysis, Robins and 
Webster see a very different type of crisis: “The necessary critique of utilitarian 
education has to confront the reality of an increasingly rationalized and technocratic 
world, where the space for liberal thought has been effectively reduced” (139). Miyoshi 
points out that these developments—liberal education drifting away from the interests of 
the bourgeoise, the growing role of university research, close interaction between 
university administrators and industry leaders and the internationalization of commerce—
have created a context where the capacity of university departments to criticize or 
intervene in the education system is drastically reduced or even completely compromised. 
The close link between educational policy and political/economic developments within 
specific national contexts generate “complicity” within university departments through 
the development of canon, “policy and utility”, and the gradual establishment of “area 
studies”, all of which were compliant with the ideological sway of the state and of capital 
(Miyoshi 54). However, as Miyoshi points out, the alignment with a nationalist project 
would soon start to fade: “Such nationalization of the university was slowly challenged 
after the 1960s, and by the end of the cold war, around 1990, the hegemony of the state 
was clearly replaced by the dominant power of the global market” (54). The transnational 
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networking of educational institutions—resulting in movements and exchanges of 
students, an increased focus on international tuition rates, professional activities with an 
international scope, funding from international organizations—aligns with what Miyoshi 
terms “a de-territorialized corporation”: “Transnational scholars, now career 
professionals, organize themselves into an exclusionary body that has little to do with 
their fellow citizens, either in their places of origin or arrival, but has everything to do 
with the transnational corporate structure (68). 
 In the United States, changes in education policy perhaps best represented by the 
Bayh-Dole Act of 1980 meant that universities would be better able to internalize a for-
profit approach that coincided with the prevailing political winds in Britain. One position 
taken up in light of these changes is that the plunge into the market by universities is one 
way of opposing the stodginess and elitism that plagues the traditional university (Bok 
16). Speaking as a former university president, Derek Bok's stated position is one of 
compromise, calling for a balance of sensitivity to commercial opportunity and market 
forces while acknowledging and steadfastly supporting the vaguely defined “basic 
academic principles” of the institution. (Bok 206) The sentiment implied in this argument 
is that the logic of capitalism is self-evident and a fact of life, thereby severely limiting 
the scope of its critique. Moreover, this line of argument buys into the somewhat 
misplaced perception that “competitive markets are effective in mobilizing the energies 
of participants to satisfy common desires” (Bok 17). To apply such a logic to university 
governance tends to flatten the debate by denying the multiplicity of motivations and 
values of “participants” as well as marginalizing those who find dubious the claim that 
capital by definition creates or supports competition. These arguments, robust within the 
American education system, are repeated in other national contexts (Shane, Newman, 
Couturier, and Scurry, Bonaccorsi and Daraio). 
 While universities position themselves as competitors within a global 
marketplace, distinctive national contexts still exert considerable influence on the 
direction universities take when interacting with industry. In Canada, the long history of 
interaction between the university system and the federal and provincial governments has 
been characterized by expansion, sensitivity to economic growth or hardship and tension 
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between university administrative bodies and numerous strata of government. 
Compounding the difficulty for Canadian universities is the precariousness of 
governmental funding, with incremental funding cuts as the norm following the 
government financed expansion of the 1960s (Tudiver). Being subject to specific regional 
challenges, economic conditions and various government mandates means that every 
province's post-secondary education system defines its own approach to the issues at 
hand.  
 An overarching assumption in the formation of education policy in Canada is that 
universities operate in direct competition with other educational institutions in the 
country. Considerable effort is spent staking out a larger “market share”, through the 
acquisition of new technology for research and instruction, the hiring and retention of top 
faculty and researchers, and the marketing of “excellence” to prospective students. The 
establishment of priorities and so-called solutions that result from these 
administrative/bureaucratic strategies is of great concern to Pocklington and Tupper, who 
specifically question the movement toward interdisciplinary studies, technological 
investment, and the role of research in the professoriate at the expense of teaching (155-
181). The authors also sense the possibility of a shift taking place in the Canadian post-
secondary system that attempts to emulate the American system of Ivy League schools 
(166-170). While there are numerous difficulties with this approach, including 
federal/provincial funding issues and regional/institutional imbalance, five of the largest 
universities in the country have indicated an interest in moving in exactly that direction 
(Wells). 
 Buchbinder and Newson (1990) point to three major types of administrative 
bodies that direct the flow of capital and other resources to university research in Canada. 
Federal and provincial organizations divert money to a number of research councils, such 
as the Natural Science and Engineering Research Council (NSERC) and the Social 
Sciences and Humanities Research Council (SSHRC). “Third-party networks” work to 
bring businesses and universities together with a mandate to foster corporate-university 
linkages. Finally, “Intra-university structures” have more recently begun to take root on 
university campuses with the encouragement of government, facilitating “outlets for 
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potentially marketable products” (362-366). These three strata of administrative power 
within the university serve to solicit, stabilize, and normalize flows of knowledge 
transfer.  
 In an attempt to align to imperatives of the “knowledge economy”, universities in 
Canada have set up what Fisher and Atkinson-Grosjean term technology transfer/industry 
liaison offices (or ILOs). These offices became standardized and widespread beginning in 
the early 1980s, strengthened by university mandates to accelerate the pace of research 
according to industry dictates and manage any intellectual property (IP) that may result 
from such research (Fisher and Atkinson-Grosjean 453-454). Bird outlines a scenario 
where universities, as public institutions under pressure to explore new funding flows, 
utilize technology transfer/industry liaison offices to ramp up the generation of IP with 
commercial application, while at the same time solidifying the reputation of the 
institution and garnering future private sector and government investment. Faced with 
“radical change” within the university to increase commercialization of research, a deep 
institutional malaise sets in, premised on the inability or reluctance of faculty and 
administration to address the consequences of retaining legitimacy in an age of neoliberal 
governance: “Universities themselves might not want to address the fundamental 
structural problems because it may simply be impossible or them to do so without 
departing from their teaching and research function, and without losing essential 
autonomy from the political sphere” (Bird 184). 
 At the federal level, Fisher, Atkinson-Grosjean, and House trace the formation of 
Canada’s Networks of Centres of Excellence (NCE) in 1989 as a culmination of efforts to 
develop national research strategies for the sake of general efficiency and the “public 
good”. This definition of the public good conveniently aligns with the needs of industry 
in Canada: “By promoting industry access to publicly funded research, this policy 
recognizes that scientific research is simultaneously fundamental and useful, while 
skewing the balance in favour of private and commercial science. The NCE offers a 
major challenge to traditional conceptions of academic autonomy and the public nature of 
knowledge” (300). As an organization designed to coordinate research in the sciences 
across Canada, the NCE is a project borne of three previously existing federal agencies - 
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the Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council of Canada (NSERC), the Social 
Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC), the Canadian Institutes 
of Health Research (CIHR) and Industry Canada. Under this program, the direction of 
research in Canada shifts dramatically: (1) people of multiple disciplinary and 
institutional backgrounds come together to resolve research problems; (2) research is 
‘managed’ in the sense that research committees would steer scientific direction and 
terminate dead ends, while professional managers pursue commercial opportunities; and 
(3) networks leverage their intellectual capital by gaining access to their partners’ social, 
human, and economic capital (Fisher, Atkinson-Grosjean, and House 323). 
 The concept of boundaries is crucial to the analysis put forth by Fisher, Atkinson-
Grosjean, and House. The first point addresses longstanding disciplinary boundaries that 
the NCE would attempt to transcend with the intent of fostering what it considers to be 
good research. A wider implication of the NCE dictating research policy, however, 
involves strategic maneuvering on the border between federal policy goals and similar 
initiatives by similar organizations at the provincial level. These strategies can encompass 
all forms of territorial conflict, negotiation and compromise between the NCE and other 
federal and various provincial agencies (Fisher, Atkinson-Grosjean, and House 311-314). 
 One of the catalysts for this process suggested by Buchbinder and Newson is the 
economic bottom line of the institution and its operation, which perhaps not surprisingly 
resulted in the need to address profit opportunities, especially concerning the retention 
and strategic usage of IP. Simply put, the perception is that there is too much at stake, and 
too much potential windfall to be realized: “What some administrators and academics 
may have first adopted as a 'short-term' and relatively inconsequential way of resolving 
the problems that resulted from underfunding, appears increasingly to have become the 
blueprint for carrying universities forward into the twenty first century” (Buchbinder and 
Newson 377). This shift is often accompanied with tensions within the university, with 
some choosing to characterize the resistance to commercialization and knowledge 
transfer as the domain of “purists” who wish to retain the “autonomy and lack of 
accountability by senior academic researchers” while ignoring the permanent role of 
commercialization on Canadian campuses (Fisher and Atkinson-Grosjean 460). These 
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arguments often overlook the possibility of any substantial or concrete negative effects of 
commercialization of research, while also questioning the credibility of arguments based 
on the idea of the public interest. 
 Perhaps not surprisingly, from a business perspective there are very real benefits 
to gaining access to the university and its capacity to undertake research. These benefits 
are tracked in a series of research literature on economics and research policy. Mansfield 
and Yee, in looking at the role of American universities in research and development 
(R&D), rightly situate university faculty, students and research facilities as attractive 
resources to business. They comment that “...firms support academic R&D to get up-to-
date knowledge of new fields of science and technology, to obtain access to students 
(potential employees) and faculty (potential consultants), and to get answers to specific 
problems... that their own R&D laboratories cannot deal with as effectively” (Mansfield 
and Yee 1056). Using this rationale, the resources available within the university offer a 
competitive advantage that businesses cannot afford to ignore. Accordingly, Mansfield 
and Yee note the sharp increase in industry support and involvement with university 
R&D in the past twenty to thirty years (1057). 
 Similarly, Salter and Martin, citing the economic advantage of publicly funded 
R&D partnerships in research initiatives, outline six further benefits which include 
“increasing the stock of useful knowledge”, “training skilled graduates”, “creating new 
scientific instrumentation and methodologies”, “forming networks and stimulating social 
interaction”, “increasing the capacity for scientific and technological problem-solving”, 
and “creating new firms” (520) While these benefits are depicted as moving in both 
directions of the corporate-university relationship, the conclusions made by Salter and 
Martin call for a responsible university policy that addresses the importance of education 
and the free-flow of knowledge (529).  
 Without such an institutional policy, researchers operating within the university 
are more inclined to situate their research so that it is in a position to seek profit and other 
reward outside the university setting. A survey by Lee in 1996, distributed to researchers 
in the Basic Sciences, Engineering Sciences, and Social Sciences found that the 
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inclination toward user-oriented research, defined as "practical" research that has market 
application, is much more acceptable than the previous decade (848). According to Lee, 
when comparing a more contemporary context to previous departmental policy where 
user-oriented research had little correlation with tenure and promotion, "…a general 
realignment may be underway, in which user-oriented research (including patentable 
inventions) is accepted as having a legitimate place in university research" (848). The 
changing attitudes toward university-industry collaboration seem to indicate a tendency 
to support this type of research at the faculty level. However, Lee's survey provokes a 
more complicated set of answers when it comes to research that is based on proprietary 
information and secrecy which limits the dissemination of knowledge. Such practices are 
essential to the new patterns of knowledge transfer within the university that take into 
account intellectual property laws, market conditions, and competitive advantage. Lee 
expresses this new pattern as "neotransferism", which includes "…the accelerated 
transfer of new knowledge and advanced technology, an exclusivity in the transfer of 
intellectual property rights from the public domain to industry, start-up assistance to new 
technology-based firms, UI business partnership through equity investment, UI consortia, 
large UI alliances, increased faculty consulting for private industry, and an exchange of 
scientists between University and industry" (850). 
  The pressure to accelerate technology and knowledge transfer can only serve to 
exacerbate issues with the stability (or lack thereof) of governmental funding as well, as 
more educational institutions seek to optimize university departments and research 
infrastructure to accommodate transfer activities. This sentiment is even echoed by some 
writers interested in cultivating and intensifying university/industry collaboration, who 
have admitted that the pressure is often too great and is perhaps unrealizable (Huggins 
Johnson, and Steffenson). 
 Within such a framework of knowledge transfer, there is precious little room 
afforded to concerns regarding the university as part of a localized community, 
complicated ethical considerations, and long-term effects on the university itself. 
Washburn finds in 2005 that many of the American universities trying to “catch-up” to 
the big research universities such as Stanford, MIT, and Harvard in an risk long-term 
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damage, economically and otherwise, if they fail to deliver on promises of increased 
revenue streams and regional economic development (190). Yet another negative factor is 
market volatility, which has the capacity to adversely and suddenly change university 
policy and funding allocation if it is too entwined with private enterprise. Lee is quick to 
note that a significant number of the respondents university-wide voiced objection to the 
privatization of research within the University. Furthermore, he finds that degrees of 
support for knowledge transfer initiatives varies greatly from faculty to faculty, and from 
within specific departments themselves. Lee writes, “…some are worried that such 
business transactions might have a potentially corrosive influence on university values—
freedom of selecting the research agenda, free flow of information, and disinterested 
pursuit of knowledge” (851). Through these types of responses, and a growing discourse 
on the modern university, it is evident that the interaction of industry and university can 
be characterized as a struggle. Under this rationale, it is very possible to discuss the 
possibilities of collective, political action in an institutional context, but still take into 
account the pressures and social interactions in a specific institutional, departmental and 
disciplinary context. 
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4. The Great Northern Way Campus and Vancouver's 
Game Industry Evolution 
 A Pac-Man cocktail cabinet from the 1980s sits conspicuously in one corner, its 
faux wood paneling, glass counter top and flashing pixelated images attracting glances 
from passers by. In the center of the room, an array of televisions angled slightly upwards 
line the floor, a swirling mess of game consoles, controllers and cords surrounding them. 
Passers-by stop momentarily to pick up a controller and play a random level of Super 
Mario World (1990) or watch a demo of Grand Theft Auto: Vice City (2002) or Sid 
Meier’s Civilization (1991). Numerous scale models adorn the walls of the space, 
accompanied by enlarged screenshots and polygonal renderings. In the background, 
gameplay footage is projected without sound onto a large, blank gallery wall.  
 The 2008 Krazy! Exhibit at the Vancouver Art Gallery was touted as one of the 
first collections of comics, animation and digital games together in an art gallery setting. 
The digital game section—a modest survey of games from a variety of genres and 
platforms spanning almost thirty years—was curated by Will Wright, one in a small but 
growing membership of elite digital game designers. Taking up one large exhibition 
space within the gallery, Krazy! encapsulates a moment when the collected history of 
games and game experiences coalesce and flood into the cultural imagination to 
legitimize an entire medium. Like the trailbreaking Hot Circuits: A Video Arcade exhibit 
at the American Museum of the Moving Image in 1989, Krazy! interfaces with ideas 
about the historicity of a new medium and the intersection of technology and culture, a 
goal made particularly challenging with the varying perspectives of generations of 
gamers and non-gamers alike (Slovin 2001). The strategy taken by the Krazy! exhibit is 
to merge everyday encounters with games - screens configured to resemble typical setups 
in the home or at the arcade – with the objects and images generated from the production 
of games (programming codes, algorithmic structures) in an austere gallery setting. This 
was far from a bold statement: its approach was comparable to the “Art of the Video 
Game” exhibit at New York's Smithsonian American Art Museum, which was 
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characterized by the New York Times as “...a humble penitent carefully putting on his 
least-threatening outfit and being allowed to take a place in the corner” (Schiesel). 
 Perhaps not surprisingly, the Krazy! exhibit included a sneak preview of Wright’s 
2008 video game Spore, including sketches, scale models and conceptual diagrams. As a 
digital game that promises to simulate the nearly incomprehensible process of evolution 
itself, from the smallest single-cell organism to complex creatures in advanced societies, 
Spore's lofty creative ambitions elicit attention by design. Wright's SimCity series 
beginning in 1989 popularized the idea of playfully simulating social, economic and 
political organization at levels of macro and micro detail previously unheard of. In a 
similar way, The Sims in 2000 brought this level of simulation to the level of the 
household, where simulated people struggle to make a gainful living, live together 
peacefully in simulated neighbourhoods, and manage happiness levels while maintaining 
successful careers. 
 Wright was flown into Vancouver to inaugurate the exhibit on June 4th, 2008, 
allowing video game fans to share in his optimism for the future of the medium. Wright 
was the third speaker in a series that included comic artist Art Spiegelman and animator 
Tim Johnson. Much of the interest of the exhibit and in Wright's talk was centered around 
the statement make by Krazy!: that video games should enjoy equal treatment alongside 
comic books and animation. Predictably, Wright offered a strong endorsement of the 
artistic potential of digital games while acknowledging its detractors: 
I do believe that games can be a form of artistic expression... a co-
collaboration between player and designer. We have yet to prove we can 
do meaningful things with this form of expression, but I believe we are at 
the cusp of a Cambrian explosion of possibilities [referencing the 
geological era in which complex life flourished]. We are a couple years 
away from being respected as a form of expression, but it's not a battle we 
need to fight. We'll win anyway'" (qtd. in Huck and Remo). 
Wright's words resonate strongly in Vancouver, where a massive downtown Electronic 
Arts studio serves as a shining symbol of success in a growing hub for digital game 
development. With Spore slated to be released in the Fall of 2008 under EA's banner, the 
timing for Wright's appearance was impeccable, and increased the profile of the game's 
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sneak preview at the Vancouver Art Gallery. However, Wright's speech to open the 
Krazy! exhibit was not held at the gallery, nor was it held at Electronic Arts.  
 Sponsored by American Express and supported by a number of businesses, 
government agencies and private supporters, the event was held in a giant studio space on 
the campus grounds of Vancouver's Great Northern Way Campus (GNWC). The 
introduction to Wright's speech was provided by Gerri Sinclair, the director of the 
fledgeling campus and its Masters of Digital Media (MDM) program. She cited an article 
on Wright by the New Yorker that compared the game designer to Émile Zola and 
remarked that Spore was being “…anticipated with something like the interest with 
which writers in Paris in the early twenties awaited Joyce’s ‘Ulysses’” (Seabrook). Many 
students in the graduate level program were in attendance for Wright's speech. Earlier in 
the day, a closed session with Wright was held on the campus with the students, in which 
he was reportedly able to talk in a more technical way about “game mechanics and 
simulations”, while his public speech focused mainly on the craft of storytelling 
(“Krazytalk! Part III: Enter Will Wright”). A few months after this speaking engagement, 
it was announced that Wright, along with Art Spiegelman, would join the advisory board 
for the MDM program at the GNWC. 
 The narrative of creative and artistic possibility relayed in Wright's speech was 
about publicly underscoring the sway of the digital media industries in Vancouver just as 
much as it was about the dawn of a new digital game world. Both narratives impact the 
lives of those in attendance, especially those students in the newly minted Masters of 
Digital Media program hosting the event. Their dreams are intimately linked to the 
industry itself, and the efforts of educational institutions to actualize their student's 
ambitions. This chapter describes how these efforts began, and how the intensive 
negotiation of administrator, industry and government interests produces a rather 
idiosyncratic context of institutional knowledge production where the creative potential 
of digital games and game labour are intensely focused through the lens of capital. In 
Vancouver's case, this process necessitates the unity of universities within a region 
around a common goal, and forces an extension of the capacities of the university itself. 
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Vancouver Gets Smart 
 Upon first glance, The Centre for Digital Media, a graduate school for prospective 
digital media designers, appears as an odd sight in a former industrial zone on 
Vancouver's busy Great Northern Way. Surrounded by a number of nondescript and 
utilitarian buildings, the front facade and lobby of the revamped Great Northern Way 
Campus main building may best be described as architectural embodiment of the speed, 
energy and promise of a boundless digital world. Stark lines of white bend and swirl in a 
grid pattern with splashes of red and blue while large figures jump and float amidst long, 
snaking trails of ones and zeroes. The exterior design extends and merges into the lobby 
area, where a bending grid pattern travels the walls and flooring and around the front 
desk, inverting its colour scheme while sometimes giving the illusion of bumps and dips 
in the floor.  
 Speed is a central theme to the image of the Great Northern Way Campus: it 
prospers through its agility, adeptness, and willingness to change its technological 
infrastructure to suit the needs of students or of industry. As a fusion of public and 
private, the MDM program exists somewhat comfortably in Vancouver's educational 
ecosystem as a hybrid: a professional degree program dropped into its own space with a 
heavy emphasis on “real world” collaboration with clients and commercialization of 
research. Accordingly, the interior of the main campus building has the look and feel of a 
public university campus crossed with the privateness and sanctioned playfulness of a 
working space in Silicon Valley. Add to this the fact that graduates of the program 
receive a degree with the seals of four reputable schools: The University of British 
Columbia (UBC), Simon Fraser University (SFU), the British Columbia Institute of 
Technology (BCIT) and Emily Carr University. According to former Executive Director 
and faculty member Gerri Sinclair, this remarkable feat only foregrounds that the mere 
existence of such a program is breaking down divides between university and industry, 
and intra-institutional divides between university and university: "Our curriculum has 
been approved by all four senates... Those of us who have been in the academic world 
know how hard it is to get through even one" (qtd. in Stueck). For industry players, the 
configuration of the Great Northern Way Campus represents an opportunity to access the 
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institutions that constitute a vital aspect of everyday life in Vancouver while fulfilling a 
critical need for specialized labour.  
 For the universities participating in this venture however, the pressure to create 
educational programs to support the growth and stability of Vancouver in a highly 
competitive environment comes with risk. The “grind” in this case is the commitment to 
a massive multi-institutional undertaking which may or may not prove beneficial in the 
long-term to the partner universities, to industry, or to the surrounding community.  
 Administrators of the MDM Program at the Great Northern Way Campus, such as 
Director of Industry Relations Dennis Chenard, acknowledge that the program represents 
a shift in the nature of university/industry relationships in the region, requiring a high 
degree of industry networking and an unwavering involvement at the program level: 
Despite having four very established, traditional academic universities 
connected with this program, they see that these universities are 
recognizing the value of having a strong connection with industry. They've 
been able to be very active with us throughout the program, with delivery 
of the courses, to being guest speakers, to working hand-in-hand on some 
of the industry projects. So they're extremely excited about it because they 
think it's a new way for industry and academia to connect. It's the new 
world order of industry and academic connections. (Chenard) 
This new configuration of graduate-level education draws out the interplay between the 
"ivory tower" and the "Corporate U". Terranova and Bousquet point out the convenience 
of the ivory tower myth in neo-liberal discourse: its elitism and inability to quickly adapt 
to the market is justification for the transformation of the university; and its status as 
established and venerated institution is justification for entrusting it with a profit-seeking 
mandate. At the same time, critique of the “Corporate U” is used by the left as a rallying 
cry for sweeping change while sometimes effacing the long-standing mutual dependence 
and shared interests between education and industry.  
 For those game developers that have set up shop in Vancouver, and for the 
provincial government whose concerted efforts to promote and build stability within the 
industry in the Vancouver area, the stakes are huge. The Great Northern Way Campus 
lies geographically and symbolically between four universities and a number of major 
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digital game developers. Born of a combination of fervent government support for 
industrial expansion, established game industry successes during favourable economic 
conditions, educational/administrative infrastructure, and dumb luck, the resulting 
academic program from this university/industry partnership represents a new design of 
educational program within Canada, conforming to a neoliberal paradigm. Its efficacy, 
legitimacy, and very existence depend upon its responsiveness to the needs of high-paced 
capital. 
 This chapter critiques the terms under which universities operate in an age of 
digital capital, paying close attention to the economic vulnerabilities, 
miscommunications, conflicting interests, and contingencies within bureaucratic and 
administrative networks. The movement to restructure priorities of the university to 
accommodate the needs of high-technology through university-industry partnerships, 
techno-bureaucratic remodeling, funding commitments, and research parks is just one 
part of a cycle that includes debates about effective education and industry funding 
policy, educational program mandates, and the precarity of the university when exposed 
to wider fluctuations in regional and global markets. 
Networks of Production 
 In 2003, a billboard was installed in downtown Vancouver that featured a string 
of white numbers delimited by commas on a black background. To random passers-by it 
would have been a mild curiosity, but to the audience it targeted it was a sly, clearly 
tongue-in-cheek pronouncement that Electronic Arts (EA) Canada was “Now Hiring” 
(Crecente 2007). The ASCII code—a standardized character-coding scheme that has been 
used in computing for decades—speaks pointedly to a very specific type of labourer that 
is in high demand in regions that promote and develop technology research and digital 
media production. The success or failure of game developers, from “big fish” such as EA 
Canada to the smallest company working out of a garage, depends on reaching this 
stratum of labour, retaining it, continuously retraining it, and fine tuning it to serve a 
highly specialized mode of production.  
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 While the billboard can be viewed as an ingenious advertising strategy on the part 
of EA Canada, it also betrays a certain attitude that the digital games industry maintains 
in the Vancouver region. The billboard confidently stands as a marker of the power of 
Electronic Arts, and, by extension, by a digital games industry that has coalesced and 
multiplied in the area over many years. At the same time, the billboard is a marker of a 
cutthroat competitive environment that has existed from the beginning. EA's billboard 
happened to be placed in close proximity to the offices of game developer Radical 
Entertainment, prompting some who follow the industry to categorize the advertising 
strategy as “...a blatant attempt on the part of Electronic Arts to not-so-gently nudge 
Radical's programmers to jump ship” (Feldman, Q&A). 
 This rivalry, rather uneven given EA's size and prominence, can be traced back to 
the early days of game development in Vancouver. Evolution for the Apple II, a game 
produced by two Vancouver high-school students in a basement in 1982, may or may not 
have been the first computer game commercially developed in Canada (Kyllo, Family 
Tree). Like Will Wright's Spore, Don Mattrick and Jeff Sember's Evolution simulated 
narratives of accumulation, survival, growth and diversification from “ameoba” [sic] to 
human. The game's success also set the stage for the evolution of the industry in 
Vancouver. Once developed, Mattrick and Sember's Distinctive Software Inc. (DSI) 
licensed Evolution to Sydney Development for the purposes of publication. This initial 
success for the company garnered the attention of the larger game developers, and 
ultimately brought them to the region:  
In 1991, DSI was acquired by California-based publisher Electronic Arts, 
which became one of the first companies to both develop and publish 
video games. The Vancouver operation became EA Canada, and the deal 
sparked the creation of Radical Entertainment by Ian Wilkinson and DSI’s 
Rory Armes. That established what would become the pattern for growth 
in this city: a group of talented developers who have gained experience 
working in a larger company decide to split off and follow their own 
creative vision. (Kyllo, Transition)  
Barnes and Coe (2011) offer a slightly different take on the split from EA, outlining a 
chain of events whereby a disgruntled splinter group unhappy with the takeover of DSI 
chooses to break away and form their own studio. This pattern is repeated again in 1997, 
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when Barking Dog and Relic Entertainment are formed from groups leaving Radical 
Entertainment. Subsequent game studio startups in the region such as Ironclad Games, 
Hellbent Games, Slant Six Games, and Hothead Games are the result of similar cycles of 
groups breaking away from larger developers to pursue their own projects (Kyllo, Family 
Tree).  
 The splintering of game development companies in Vancouver forms the basis of 
the “firm fission” model used by Barnes and Coe to describe a model of game industry 
growth based on the presence of an anchor firm in a region, although the question 
remains whether this is a stable or unidirectional process. Their analysis concludes that 
the development cycle plays a crucial role in the movement of skilled workers amongst 
digital media companies in Vancouver, stabilizing the industry “by ensuring that labour 
movement across firms is continually sustained and is the norm”, but also contributes to 
“a culture of restlessness... that promotes recurrent flux and movement” (Barnes and Coe 
2011, 266). 
  In the Vancouver region, EA Canada is the undisputed anchor firm, with one of 
the largest game studios in the world with a campus-style facility housing (as of 2012) 
1,300 employees in suburban Burnaby. (“EA Vancouver”). Dyer-Witheford and de 
Peuter characterize EA's status in the Vancouver region in terms of its ability to 
successfully negotiate localized pools of labour, intellectual property, and competition 
along a vertically integrated transnational network. This top-down wave of expansion, 
consolidation and control imposes itself on labour conditions within the entire region as 
EA acts as a starting point for prospective game workers within the industry. “The point 
is not just that the intensifying consolidation of ownership in the industry is reducing the 
enclaves of 'working anarchy' in favor of the more rationalized production practices of 
the giant studios. It is that these studios increasingly determine when, where, and for how 
long the more anarchic enclaves will exist” (Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter, Games of 
Empire 42).  
 Dyer-Witheford and Sharman's extensive study of the digital games industry in 
Canada in 2005 notes that while there are many levels of activity, from small niche 
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companies to massive multinationals, Vancouver's game development community 
remains “a close-knit world, with EA at the centre of the web” (196). On the strength of 
profitable franchises based on the success of games like NHL Hockey (1991), FIFA 
International Soccer (1993), and The Need for Speed (1994), EA's Vancouver studio 
contributes to a roughly 3$ billion USD of net annual revenue in 2006 and 2007 for the 
company worldwide (“EA Reports Fourth Quarter and Fiscal Year 2007”). By 
comparison, in 2006 the average gross revenue of digital game studios in Vancouver (not 
including Electronic Arts and other comparable multinational companies) was reported at 
almost $1.2 million CDN (Nordicity, 2006 52). In 2007, data from industry indicated that 
as many as 86 companies were actively directly engaged in or providing support services 
for digital games in some form, and employing over 5000 workers (“Battling to keep 
Vancouver's Game Creators”). This activity represents a significant share of the total 
digital media industry activity in the region. Of the 850-950 digital media companies 
surveyed in the Canadian Interactive Alliance's assessment of the British Columbia 
games industry in 2009, roughly 40% of the industrial activity employing 15,600 workers 
and grossing from $1.2 to $1.4 billion annually is attributed to game design and 
development (Nordicity, 2008 68-69). 
 Establishing a stable base of operations in British Columbia was and is premised 
on the presence of a preexisting, highly skilled class of worker. Interview data from in 
2004 identified “creativity, flexibility in terms of services and products, and relevant 
industry experience” along with a “strong work ethic” as descriptors of digital media 
workers in British Columbia, attributed in part to a strong educational system and an 
attractive lifestyle in Vancouver (Smith and Tremblay 210-211). The Entertainment 
Software Association of Canada (ESAC) agrees with this assessment, suggesting that the 
multicultural aspect of Canadian society in general, with “significant language and 
cultural overlaps with the United States, Europe, and Asia”, produces workers with the 
ability to produce content that connects with multiple global markets (Secor 3).   
 Measuring the viability of the Vancouver region as an ideal location for high-tech 
industry in some cases involves isolating and valorizing an ideal worker and their 
position within a community. Writers such as Richard Florida extol the virtues of a high 
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“bohemian index” that can be found in regions such as Vancouver. Of all major 
metropolitan areas in North America, Vancouver scores third on Florida's bohemian 
index, behind only Los Angeles and New York (Bohemian). Florida writes that 
“Capitalism, or more accurately new forms of capitalist enterprise (i.e. The R&D lab and 
the startup company) are in effect extending their reach in ways that integrate formerly 
marginalized individuals and social groups into the value creation process” (Florida, 
Bohemia 57). While the characterization of this process tends to define the contribution 
of subcultural groups to society almost purely terms of their relationship to economic 
activity that encourages wealth creation and overlooks negative or unintended 
consequences affecting the nature of game work, the bohemian index remains an 
influential metric for policy leaders interested in growing a knowledge economy.  
 The work of Florida follows that of Porter, who formulates a “new unit of 
competitive analysis” where microeconomic policy decisions at the local government 
level looks for ways of “removing obstacles to the growth and upgrading of existing and 
emerging clusters” and “new types of dialogue [that] can and must take place among 
companies, government agencies, and institutions such as schools, universities, and 
public utilities” (16). One of the goals of cluster research is the identification of 
“competitiveness” for companies in a global market and for governments, emphasizing 
institutional stability and co-operation, and the link between the productivity of a 
localized region and that of a nation (Snowdon and Stonehouse). Specifically, this 
analytical frame points to universities as crucial nodes within regional networks that 
promote the networked industrial activity in a region, attract skilled workers for the 
benefit of high-tech industry, and draw in investment from the private sector. For 
example, Wolfe justifies the expanded role of universities in the private sector and in a 
“knowledge economy” by foregrounding their potential as indispensable sources of 
research and revenue generation for regional industries: “As both firms in a cluster 
mature, and their products mature, they rely upon universities and public research 
institutes, less as sources of new knowledge, and more for their expertise in providing 
technical solutions to challenges in developing next-generation hardware and software 
products.” One of the goals of this analysis is to promote public policy measures that 
incentivize the synchrony of university and industry mandates. 
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 Through the lens of cluster theory, digital game development in Canada reveals 
concentrations of game development activities affected by local histories of industrial 
growth, and efforts by developers to rapidly access both labour and governmental 
networks through educational initiatives and industry associations. Research conducted 
by Britton, Tremblay, and Smith adopts an institutional analysis focusing on “the locus of 
demand, innovation, inter-dependence between firms, and the origin and importance of 
localized pools of digital skills and talent” to scrutinize Canadian clusters of new media 
activity (212). Their findings point to a series of uneven policy approaches to game 
development production at different scales, with inconsistent attempts to improve the 
access to international markets, outsourcing, and financing for development projects both 
large and small. Overall, the researchers maintain a positive outlook regarding the future 
of the digital games industry in Canada, but call for more horizontal connections within 
media clusters to improve the circulation of knowledge and to spur a more coordinated 
strategy that engages with government and meets the challenges of a global market: 
“While underdeveloped governance detracts from the strength of the clusters, labour 
skills and labour mobility are clearly local strengths. In the circumstances, this is not 
surprising given the youth of the industry and its fast and continuing evolution in terms of 
products and market-induced stresses” (232). 
 Critics of clustering theory argue that it is an imprecise mode of research that is 
more of a ‘brand’ rather than a theory. For example, Martin and Sunley contend that 
Porter's research places too much emphasis on the productiveness of industry; its 
vocabulary of development and interaction caters to policy-makers eager for a convincing 
model to expand the legitimacy and growth of geographically concentrated clusters of 
industry activity. While the availability of labour in a region is a pivotal concern, issues 
relating to the quality of labour in specific industrial sectors are external to the cluster 
model: “[Porter's] discussion is framed directly in terms of the economics of business 
strategy and not in terms of the sorts of more general theoretical debates and concepts—
such as 'post-Fordism' and 'flexible specialization', 'modes of regulation', and so on—
found in economic geography” (Martin and Sunley 9). 
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 The vague categorization of the size, density, and boundaries of clusters, 
combined with an unclear method to test the strength of industry networks and a lack of 
sensitivity to specific local contexts of production lead Martin and Sunley to conclude 
that the cluster theory has limited efficacy when analyzing both the benefits and 
drawbacks of concentrated industry activity in a geographically localized area. These 
concerns regarding methodology ultimately lead to wider questions about 
“...conceptualizing and empirically analyzing knowledge networks and other 'soft' socio-
cultural-institutional features of clusters and spacial economic agglomerations” in all 
related research (Martin and Sunley 17). The development of cluster theory merits 
pointed critique as an entrenched line of inquiry and branding of research in Canadian 
media policy discourse. The work of Richard Florida and his theories of the “creative 
class” in the cultural industries is the latest brand to gain such momentum, focusing on 
the skills of digital labourers insofar as they spur innovation and productivity. 
 The pervasiveness of academic discourses such as “cluster theory” and “creative 
class” research, and its tendency to influence public policy, suggests a high level of 
competitiveness within the digital games industry globally and a perceived need to 
strategically connect institutional interaction with industry growth. A purported strength 
of the digital game development scene in Vancouver is its recognition of the necessity to 
collaborate in order to maintain a steady flow of skilled labour. Fieldwork by Smith, 
McCarthy, and Petrusevich finds that nodes in the game development network are 
“...extremely well-connected to each other in industry associations and networking 
events, and they have deep connections into the local higher education scene” (215). 
While this research is interested in developing the idea of the cluster as an advantageous 
cultural and social context of production, it also hints at conditions in the growing 
industrial sector of game development in Vancouver that hinder economic growth and 
stability. The researchers indicate that the lack of a “value-chain orientation” in game 
development networks of production and a lack of horizontal/vertical integration and 
interaction within the region damages the cohesiveness of the industry: “the BC industry 
is characterized by a fast turnover of companies. Overall, firms are fairly young and 
small. This may indicate that the sector is just moving too fast for a cluster to have time 
to develop” (Smith, McCarthy, and Petrusevich 215-217). The only major exception to 
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this condition is EA, which is able to contract out specialized services from other 
companies. 
 Other factors that make Vancouver well-suited as a hub of digital media 
development underline the importance of a well-situated and cheap labour pool in 
relation to other important regions in global networks of production. Due to geographic 
location and a favourable political climate, Vancouver acts as a gateway to rapidly 
expanding Pacific markets and important centers of media production in Asia such as 
Singapore and Shanghai. The relative proximity to larger centers of digital media 
production, most notably Los Angeles, gives Vancouver an edge over similar regions in 
North America and makes the movement of people and knowledge easier. When coupled 
with a low Canadian dollar, Vancouver can offer an economically beneficial site for 
digital media production through a relatively low cost of labour. One factor that may 
offset this advantage is the high property values in the Vancouver area when compared to 
other metropolitan areas in North America. Groupings of skilled workers in the major 
centres of digital game development in Canada act as “a factor that has acted as a 
competitive buffer from rapidly changing business costs associated with the fluctuating 
value of the Canadian dollar” (Entertainment Software Association of Canada). 
 Emboldened by early successes in home-grown game development, the digital 
games industry became an integral part of the rapid reconfiguring and rendering of 
Vancouver's cityscape conforming to a neoliberal logic, a process that includes urban 
design, provincial policy, and the marketing of Vancouver as a space for high-tech 
industry. Barnes and Hutton argue that the strategy of Vancouver's corporate redesign of 
the city treats the “new economy” itself as a template to be grafted on to the cityscape, 
leading to phases of large-scale urban remodeling, gentrification, and displacement of 
marginalized groups. While the transformation of Vancouver industrial and social 
landscape conforms generally to a neoliberal urban strategy witnessed in a number of 
cities globally, tendencies specific to the history of Vancouver determine the ease in 
which this transformation takes place: 
While the spatiality of creative industries in Vancouver thus reflects more 
pervasive tendencies, local contingency is vital in shaping new industry 
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formation. For Vancouver, the legacy of the city’s staple economy, 
evident in the adaptive reuse of former processing, warehousing and 
distribution infrastructure for new industries; the post-corporate downtown 
that enabled the infiltration of new industries in the [Central Business 
District] proper; and the transnational development trajectory of the city as 
a whole, which inter alia reconfigured Vancouver’s labour force, property 
markets and external market orientation (Barnes and Hutton 1268).  
 The story of the digital game industry in Vancouver is also a story of social 
transformation, in part guided by the designation of spaces in the city dedicated to the 
local high-tech industries that have all but eclipsed the manufacturing and resource-based 
economies of the past. Hutton describes the transformation as a restructuring of the 
industry in a post-industrial composition of the city and a reordering of space, class, and 
labour. The “techno-space” of Greater Yaletown—a highly developed and densely 
populated district in downtown Vancouver—replaces (or displaces) the old 
manufacturing industries of the downtown core, bringing with it new visions for 
development, a new class of professional high-tech workers, immigrant labour, 
gentrification, displaced groups, and a growing underclass (Hutton 1970-71). The Great 
Northern Way Campus lands lie just South of the downtown core in an area previously 
dominated by ship yards, rail yards, steelworks factories and other heavy industry. With 
the advent of major re-zoning and development projects such as the GNWC and the 
Olympic Village development, the entire False Creek area is in the process of being 
remodeled into a space amenable to high-tech industry. 
 Ultimately these factors, replete with waves of economic and social dislocation, 
gentrification and tension, serve to illustrate the interconnectedness of all institutions in 
the region. David Harvey describes the capitalist construction of place, with increased 
intensities of development and divisions along labour and class divides as “necessarily 
speculative”, leading to the localized formation of “'social networking' which occurs in 
and through places to procure economic advantage” (From Space 5-6). To a growing 
extent, educational institutions are invited to engage with these networks.  
 One of the primary tools used to lure digital media industries into a region is the 
offer of tax credits. This strategy has been used to great effect in Canada: successes in 
bringing large-scale game development in Québec are rooted in an aggressive tax policy, 
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and Ontario's more recent tax policy approach competes directly with Québec's model. 
However, tax breaks directed specifically at the digital games industry have historically 
not been a tool used aggressively by the B.C. government. An industry that had been 
establishing itself for decades, coupled with an experienced and stable work force was 
sufficient to keep industry in the region. Under pressure to increase the competitiveness 
of provincial tax policy, the B.C. government in 2010 introduced the BC Interactive 
Digital Media tax credit, which will provide a 17.5% tax write-off for labour costs to a 
maximum of 60% of the total production costs, and a 8% increase in the production tax 
credit for foreign-owned companies. This move brought digital media industries in line 
with the significant film industry in the Vancouver area, which has been heavily 
subsidized for years (Hartley, BC Tax Credit).  
Graduate Level Design: Development of the Centre for 
Digital Media 
 Throughout the entire process, digital media industries were intimately involved 
in the formation of the Master's of Digital Media program at Great Northern Way. This 
included identifying a need for a program in the Vancouver area, communicating with 
government that financial support was needed to kick start such a program, and 
consultation on the development of campus plans and curriculum development. DigiBC, 
a non-profit industry association, has played a major role in communicating the needs of 
industry to various levels of government and other institutions such as universities. The 
organization is a product of an amalgamation in 2009 of two advocacy groups active in 
British Columbia's high-tech industries: New Media BC and the Wireless Innovation 
Network of B.C. (WINBC). DigiBC was one of the organizations deeply involved in the 
development of the proposal that a graduate program in digital media development be 
founded in the region. Part of the push to start a graduate level professional degree 
program stems from the demand in the region for workers skilled in multiple aspects of 
game design, and DigiBC had a role in communicating this demand to the provincial 
government.  
The overarching advocacy goals of DigiBC revolve around a number of 
predictable yet crucial principles to ensure the robust health of digital media production 
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in the Vancouver region. A primary goal is to ensure a competitive climate for its 
membership. The competition aspect relates to the profile of the Vancouver region in 
comparison with other world centres of digital media production. To this end, DigiBC 
employs a number of strategies to make Vancouver and surrounding area an attractive 
and viable destination for developers to set up shop. In 2010 for example, DigiBC along 
with industry partners pressed the federal government to extend LMO (Labour Market 
Opinions) exemptions, making it easier for digital media industries to hire internationally. 
Without these exemptions, the Canadian government would be tasked with assessing 
whether or not these international hires would negatively affect the job market in specific 
regions of the country, and could impose harsher regulations around hiring (“DigiBC 
Members Work to Improve Business Climate”). 
 Since 1998, the primary activities of DigiBC as an industry association center 
around advocacy on behalf of the member companies that sign on with the association. 
Linked with strategic partners in educational institutions and provincial/federal 
government agencies, the member-supported, non-profit organization's sponsors include 
online marketing (FCV Vancouver), visual effects (Sony Pictures Imageworks), 
telecommunications (Telus), venture capital firms (Vanedge Capital), international 
business law firms (Fasken Martineau, McCarthy Tétrault), real estate firms (Colliers 
International), and industry media (TechVibes). Along with digital effects studios, 
animation houses, e-learning companies, and producers of mobile and web 2.0 content, 
the largest game developers are well-represented by Microsoft, EA Canada, Blast Radius, 
and Rainmaker Studios (“DigiBC 2012”). To maintain operating costs, four different 
levels of sponsorship are available to game developers and other digital media companies 
in B.C. that allow varying levels of involvement in policy formation and industry events, 
networking opportunities and company exposure online (“DigiBC 2012”). Meeting with 
key players in government, such as the Minister for Tourism, Sports and the Arts, the 
Minister for Economic Development, and the Finance Minister, DigiBC also helps 
connect companies and keep them informed of pressing issues through a presence on the 
web, including an online member directory. 
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 An important step in the networking process is working with other new media 
advocacy groups to discuss growth opportunities and coordinate joint initiatives. DigiBC 
often collaborates with other, similar organizations in other Canadian provinces. In 
addition, numerous Memorandums of Understanding (MOUs) have been signed with 
associations around the world. In 2010 alone, MOUs were signed with the Washington 
Interactive Network, The German Trade Association of Interactive Entertainment 
Software (BIU) and the Korea Digital Contents Agency (“DigiBC E-News”). DigiBC's 
recommendations to the federal government revolve around the need to support 
initiatives that “promote Canada as a digital hub” with a mandate of increasing 
networking with the Asia Pacific region and reaching growing markets overseas. At the 
same time, the association proposes targeted incentives to attract “senior creative and 
management talent” while noting the increased rates of personal taxation compared to the 
United States (DigiBC). DigiBC compares the ideal funding parameters for digital games 
to the “'Own the Podium' — like initiatives” installed to prepare athletes for the 2010 
Winter Olympics in Vancouver. Effectively amounting to a massive influx of funding 
from 16.5 million to 37.6 million in annual funding for training, facilities, and research, 
Own the Podium was a coordinated effort with government, National Sport 
Organizations, and corporate partners, targeted at athletes and sports projected to yield 
olympic medals (Priestner-Allinger 28). Such a significant extraction of government 
funding, designed to “support high performance achievers or globally–minded start–ups 
to encourage them to apply their skills here in Canada upon graduation” would further 
solidify a policy focus on the large, multinational game developers so sought after in 
Vancouver (DigiBC). 
 Another goal of DigiBC is to promote and facilitate the injection of investment 
capital into digital media developers and their projects. With the presence of large digital 
game development companies in Vancouver undertaking large projects that require 
substantial capital to start up and maintain, the need to portray the Vancouver region as a 
reputable and stable hub of game development is crucial for developers to lure global 
investment and mitigate risk. However, early efforts by government, industry and 
education to seriously address the education side of the equation were, at best, 
tumultuous.  
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TechBC and New Media Education Policy in British 
Columbia 
 The first major attempt at an education program that would specifically target 
digital media industries in the Vancouver area was the Technical University of British 
Columbia (TechBC). Located in Surrey, TechBC was designed to cater to the needs of 
high-tech industry in the Vancouver region. Almost from its beginnings in September 
1999, TechBC was fraught with difficulty and the initiative lasted only three years. 
Initially, the project was spearheaded by the Mike Harcourt New Democratic Party 
(NDP) government to fill a need for post-secondary education in the Fraser Valley. The 
programs offered at TechBC were unlike most in Canada at the time. The high 
percentage of course material to be offered exclusively online was described at the time 
as presenting an “...unprecedented flexibility of a new way of learning that dissolves 
distances, transcends time, changes the relationship between students and teachers and is 
beginning to revolutionize education itself” (Marron).  
 The innovation at the level of academic governance was not received as warmly. 
The legislation, quickly passed by the provincial government, resulted in a worldwide 
boycott organized by the Canadian Association of University Teachers: “In its eagerness 
to foster links with business, the provincial government had legislated to allow TechBC 
to be administered by a government-appointed board of governors responsible for 
research and finances, but no senate to safeguard academic standards” (Fine). After some 
negotiation, an agreement to implement an effective form of academic governance 
structure was forged, and the boycott lifted. However, the primary factor that led to the 
demise of TechBC revolved around the location and the development of the campus 
grounds. Land owned by the crown in Surrey was selected as the home of a massive 
development project called Central City, which resulted in a 900,000-square-foot blend 
of campus and commercial space, including shopping malls and a 25-story tower. In a 
rush to inaugurate the program and open the university to students, the first cohort 
attended classes in a renovated space that was formerly home to a Zellers' department 
store (Warson, TechBC). The large scale and cost of Central City became part of the 
election platform for the opposition Liberal Party, who quickly axed TechBC upon 
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coming into power. The Central City project was completed in 2003 by the Insurance 
Corp. of British Columbia (ICBC), but quickly became notorious as “the emptiest office 
building in North America” and its property value plummeted (Warson, Complex). In 
2002, the Gordon Campbell government decided to merge what remained of TechBC 
with Simon Fraser University, and the Surrey campus became a satellite campus of SFU.  
 Fractious relations between the NDP and the game industry were further 
exacerbated with the introduction of a bill that would create a separate provincial ratings 
system for digital games, the first government funded system of its kind in North 
America (British Columbia Legislative Assembly). The attempt to restrict the sale of 
“violent” and “adult” games drew immediate criticism from industry associations, who 
adamantly favoured the self-regulated Entertainment Software Rating Board (ESRB), and 
logistical complications such as “packaging issues” and “retail problems” (Stenger). 
Additionally, labour legislation enacted in 1999 allowed digital media industries to 
exploit “an exemption of high-technology professionals from requirements relating to 
hours of work, overtime and statutory holidays, and a redefinition of what exactly a high-
tech professional is” (Pryma). The ensuing debates over exclusion of overtime pay at the 
time, joined by Electronic Arts, mirrored struggles over the deregulation of employer 
requirements in Alberta, Ontario and the United States (Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter, 
EA Spouse 609).  
 It is important that the origin and development of the Great Northern Way 
Campus in Vancouver be understood within the context of TechBC and Central City. 
However, despite the latter's saga of faulty legislation, failed land development deals and 
lost investments, the willingness of industry and government to work together was not 
lost. Electronic Arts Canada, already a dominant presence in the Vancouver region, 
remained interested in working with educational institutions to create new leaders in the 
industry. This political dimension underlines the point that a high level of coordination 
between government and industry is paramount for the establishment of larger projects 
such as educational programs. 
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 Gordon Campbell's Liberal government in British Columbia was eager to work 
with game developers, especially after the industry actively threw their support behind 
the Liberal Party during the election cycle of 2001. (Dyer-Witheford and Sharman 200). 
A potential new program in Vancouver could be similar in scope to programs at the 
University of Southern California (USC) that EA had contributed financially to in the 
past: 
Back before it even existed, heads of EA studios were very involved in 
lobbying the government to make a school or a Master's program here in 
Vancouver. So that was something that EA was involved in from the start. 
When the funding came through from the government, initially we were 
involved with providing input on curriculum, helping them decide how 
they were going to frame the program. We gave them a lot of feedback on 
what we were looking for as a company... In 2007, we donated a million 
dollars to help them get off the ground. That money goes toward 
scholarships and some other things as well. So we have a very strong 
relationship with them (Copland). 
 Industry indicated their desire for a new type of program that to that date had not 
existed in the Vancouver area. This prospective program offered an applied, professional 
degree that specifically targeted the needs of the digital media industries in British 
Columbia. The closest correlation at the time was a program at SFU. The School of 
Interactive Arts and Technology (SIAT), based in the Surrey campus and originally 
designated for TechBC, was a research oriented, traditional university department with 
one undergraduate program and additional graduate programs (MA, MSc and PhD). 
While ongoing contact with digital media industries such as the digital games industry 
was very important to the programs at SFU, the MDM program established at the Great 
Northern Way Campus represented an intensification of university/industry interactions 
and a new educational template for the region. 
 Since 2001, the provincial Liberal government has undertaken a number of steps 
to restructure educational priorities in British Columbia in accordance with principles of 
neoliberal governance. The gradual de-funding of post-secondary education in the 
province was accelerated with the lifting of a six-year tuition freeze in 2002. The 
resulting tuition hikes allowed universities to set their own rates for specific programs. 
For example, The University of British Columbia (UBC) inflated undergraduate tuition 
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by roughly 23%, but also targeted MBA and medical programs with increases of 321% 
and 75% respectively (Bailey, UBC Hikes). While discussions in print media compared 
the hike to tuition levels in other provinces, echoing the sentiment of university 
administrators and provincial Minister of Advanced Education Shirley Bond that 
universities needed the “flexibility to protect and improve the quality of education they 
provide and meet students' needs”, student leaders in the province to decried a sudden 
increase in tuition fees as a significant barrier to education for many students (Bailey, 
B.C. to Lift). At the same time, the province initiated a process whereby government 
assets were sold off in a general trend toward deregulation, privatization, and reduction in 
funding for social programs. The cuts were intended to address a crisis related to a loss of 
provincial revenue, most notably a $2 billion CDN shortfall caused by a 25% tax cut 
(Matas).  
 During this time, the trend toward privatization in British Columbia fully 
implicated the public universities in the province and the capacity to adapt to new social 
infrastructures and mandates. While provincial allocation of funding for education 
faltered, new enterprises were in the works that were positioned to fill the gap. The Sea to 
Sky University Act enacted in 2002 allowed for the establishment of a private, non-profit, 
secular university to take root in the province, one that was entirely supported by tuition 
revenue and private donations. Dennison and Schuetze describe the 2003 legislation of a 
Degree Quality Assessment Board tasked with “reviewing applications from private and 
out-of-province public postsecondary institutions wanting to offer degree programmes in 
British Columbia, either as a university or under any other institutional title” as a further 
step toward an American system of education with less university autonomy (32-33). 
Under the guidance of former president of the UBC Dr. David Strangway, Quest 
University opened in 2007. The most controversial aspect of the private non-profit liberal 
arts and sciences university, especially when compared to other universities in British 
Columbia is its tuition rates: fees for the 2012/13 school year at the liberal arts and 
sciences university is listed at over $28,000 CDN, not including room and board. From 
the beginning, concerns about the specter of a two-tier post-secondary education system 
in a region already affected by a lack of post-secondary spaces were dismissed by Shirley 
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Bond, who extolled the “expanded learner choice” offered by the new university 
(Francis).  
 The latter half of the decade continued the trend of funding cuts, with a $16 
million (or 10%) cut to the student-aid budget in 2009, along with the elimination of 
bursary programs (“Province Slashes”). A further $70 million cut to universities over 3 
years announced in 2012 raises further concerns about a diminishing quality of education 
ultimately resulting in program cuts, despite claims by the provincial government that 
students would be largely unaffected (Mann). Brophy and Tucker-Abramson argue that 
the offloading of university funding from government to private industry in British 
Columbia effectively hastens the transformation of the university into a corporatized 
node of knowledge transfer: 
The breakdown of the welfare state in Canada is creating increasingly 
unusual public-private partnerships in traditional social service sectors like 
healthcare and education, and the debate over the future of post-secondary 
education is no longer between the mutually exclusive scenarios of a state-
run public institution or a privately-run corporate one because 
privatization itself no longer means that the state simply cedes control of 
the university to corporations. Instead, it means that the state works to 
make the university a more effective corporation and thus a more effective 
part of its own strategies to privatize and submit both urban space and the 
production of knowledge to the production of profit (8). 
The inspiration for and development of the Great Northern Way Campus can be 
understood as one further step in a process, and a refinement of what came before it. Its 
structure, contained within a narrowly defined set of interactions, is depicted as an 
ordered or pragmatic response to economic crises, utilizing the best that the university as 
an institution can offer. At the same time, it is a resolute attempt to prove the adequacy of 
the university to capital, to shed those components that no longer translate easily into a 
corporatized bureaucratic/administrative system.  
 Policy discussions in British Columbia outline the terms of the shift to a 
neoliberal university system. An overview of collaboration and knowledge transfer 
practices conducted by the British Columbia Ministry of Advanced Education (AVED) 
and the British Columbia Innovation Council (BCIC) in 2007 singles out the best 
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practices that result in the generation of new enterprise. Using the university system in 
the United States as exemplars, the report promotes a “collaborative and entrepreneurial 
culture” in post-secondary institutions, leading to initiatives with “shared risk” and other 
incentives for business: “The technology community exhibits this culture through its 
willingness to treat the research community as a partner and invests in activities that 
support collaboration and integration. This includes contributing time (volunteering) and 
financial resources (program underwriting and philanthropy)” (Global Connect 2007, 9). 
More than any other educational institution in the region, the Centre for Digital Media at 
the GNWC emulates these best practices. 
 The task of incentivizing involvement in university programs was a priority of the 
provincial Liberal government beginning in 2001. The Premier's Technology Council 
was set up initially by Gordon Campbell in August of 2001 to conduct research and 
consult with the Premier on all matters relating to the strengthening of a knowledge 
economy in British Columbia. The council identified games and digital media in general 
as a strategic area for development, and higher education as playing a key role in this 
process. Gerri Sinclair, hired as the first president of the council in 2001, was tasked with 
recommending a strategy for such a change. The Premier's Technology Council 
eventually generated a document that would bring into focus the needs of the industry 
and coordinate the actions of educational institutions, with the full approval of the 
provincial government. The need for timely action in this area is outlined in the Council's 
report in 2006: 
How can BC ensure that it remains attractive? Currently, there is a critical 
shortage of middle management talent in new media. There are only three 
universities in the world that offer graduate programs in entertainment 
technology. All of these are in a fledgling stage and market research 
indicates that eight BC companies would hire all their graduates. There is 
also the need for a home base and seeding ground for the sector to develop 
a shared vision, strategy, and competitive intelligence. Specifically, the 
mandate for the MDM program is to create leaders within the industry 
who can break in at a higher lever in a digital media developer or start 
their own business (Premier's Technology Council, 8th Report). 
 At roughly the same time as the formation of the Premier's Technology Council, 
Finning Construction decided that they would look to sell a sizable parcel of land in 
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downtown Vancouver. The construction company eventually negotiated an arrangement 
with the B.C. government whereby eighty percent of the land would be gifted to a 
combined trust composed of representatives from all four partner institutions. The other 
twenty percent was later sold to the trust for over eight million dollars (Korstrom). The 
availability of such prime real estate was a rather fortuitous development. The land was 
almost immediately included in preexisting long-term discussions regarding intensified 
university/industry interaction. A piece in the Vancouver Courier in 2007 described the 
vision in place for the undeveloped land: “GNWC is envisioned to grow into an 
important academic anchor and industry hub with a focus on the convergence of science 
and technology. According to college founders, achieving this vision is critical to 
rejuvenating the urban environment of Metro Vancouver while enriching the province's 
knowledge-based economy” (McCarthy). 
 The awarding of such a large grant by the government of British Columbia 
without a set curricula in place meant that the pressure was on to get a program up and 
running within an extremely short time frame. Any setback or delay in agreement would 
mean that the 40 million dollars would go back to the B.C. Government, so the need for 
swift action was recognized by all parties involved. This is the one factor that may be 
most responsible for the speed and efficiency in which all four partner institutions 
worked together to create the MDM program. Professor Tom Calvert from the SFU 
School of Interactive Arts and Technology (SIAT) who was involved in the creation of 
the MDM program, was at a loss to explain exactly how the monumental task of 
obtaining the seals of four very different universities for one program was accomplished 
with so little disagreement: “Maybe it was the competition that none of them wanted to 
be seen as dragging their feet” (Calvert). One ongoing concern he does note, however, is 
that even though the program had the full blessing of all four partner institutions, there 
was no stable funding channel or endowment system would be in place to fund the MDM 
program or campus expansion: “That's very unusual for academic programs. Normally 
the universities and colleges get annual budgets and fund things out of that... with interest 
rates so low it means the endowment isn't generating as much money” (Calvert). 
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 In addition to the great potential for expansion, a parcel of land in such a prime 
location in Vancouver represented a tantalizing investment and income opportunity to the 
universities. However, at the time there was no concrete plan in place to develop the land 
or dedicate it to any specific university initiative. A board was struck to determine 
exactly what should be done with the site. The Executive Director of New Media BC 
(later to be known as DigiBC) at the time was Lynda Brown, a veteran of the arts and 
new media industries in the region who communicated with and coordinated a unified 
industry directive at the board meetings. Dr. Bruce Clayman, The president of the Great 
Northern Way Campus and Professor at the Centre for Policy Research in Science and 
Technology at Simon Fraser University in Vancouver, worked with the board to develop 
a concept paper outlining a potential graduate program to be established on the site.  
 The result was a program that closely mirrored that of a preexisting graduate 
program in the United States: the Entertainment Technology Center at Pittsburgh's 
Carnagie-Melon University. The fact that the Entertainment Technology Center is one of 
a handful of graduate-level programs designed for digital media development was cited 
as a reason for Vancouver to develop their own program (Premier's Technology Council, 
8th Report). In what is essentially a franchising of the program structure and curriculum, 
the decision to use the Carnegie-Melon model was attractive in the way that it forged 
relationships between industry and students in the program through paid contractual 
arrangements with businesses requiring digital media content: “At least when we started 
it was very close to a carbon copy of the whole curriculum. The major aspect that was 
attractive was the project courses... It's a major portion of their work in the second, third 
and fourth semesters. That really dominates the curriculum after the first term” (Calvert). 
 The concept paper of the master's program received initial support from the four 
partner institutions, who decided that the prospective program was feasible under the 
existing conditions. A program committee was struck, with meetings held at all four 
partner institutions. The program was originally branded as a “Masters of Digital 
Entertainment”, but the committee decided on Masters of Digital Media instead. The 
initial working group formed to develop the program was comprised of university 
administrators and industry representatives. A fine balance would have to be struck 
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between all parties involved for any possible outcome: the MDM program had to address 
the needs of industry while avoiding conflict with or between the four partner institutions. 
Location and distance from the partner institutions played a significant role in finding and 
maintaining this balance, in addition to its proximity to game development studios nearby 
in the downtown core: “It's good from several points of view. It's neutral territory 
between the different institutions, central to Vancouver, and it will give promise to the 
digital aspects of the Great Northern Way Campus.” (Calvert) 
 The MDM program could also not take away prospective students from the four 
partner institutions, which had their own interests and programs to protect from 
encroachment. During the process of establishing a comprehensive plan for the campus, 
responsibilities for certain aspects of the graduate program were divided amongst the four 
partner institutions. This division of labour corresponded with the disciplinary expertise 
and program offerings at the disposal of the planning committee. For example, Emily 
Carr University would use its background in animation to design an animation 
component in the program, while specific game design modules were created by the 
University of British Columbia. By Fall of 2006, the program committee had fully 
fleshed out a curriculum that garnered full industry support. With the pressure on to begin 
using the seed funds granted to the program, recruitment of students began quickly. With 
the campus bleeding money from initial administrative and operating costs, the pressure 
was on to deliver a cohort by September of the following year. The first cohort of 
students arrived less than a year later in September of 2007. This first group contained 
twenty-six students, with seven international students, four of which were from China. Of 
the twenty-one students in the first cohort that graduated in 2009, six were international 
students (“Alumni”). 
 The MDM program no doubt feels the influence of many large game developers, 
despite its general orientation to a number of digital media industries in the Vancouver 
region, including social media marketing, web development, video production and visual 
design. Among the digital media industries in the Vancouver region, game developers are 
especially active in the MDM program, most significantly EA Canada. A scholarship 
system funded by a one-time donation by Electronic Arts of one million dollars to the 
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Centre for Digital Media was put in place, along with a commitment to “...offer student 
mentoring programs and, supply teachers/lecturers from its executive ranks” (“EA 
Announces $1 Million Dollar Grant”). The endowment included a number of annual 
awards to incoming students worth $20,000 CDN. The scholarships also included a paid 
internship at one of EA's global development studios, a very attractive feature for 
students looking to break into the industry. Official announcements of the scholarship 
program indicated that EA retained an active role in selecting recipients (“EA Announces 
Second Year of Scholarship Funding”).  
 From EA's perspective, this arrangement represents a competitive advantage: to 
see the talent of the student up close before possibly hiring them, opening up a favoured 
position over other developers in the region. After the EA scholarship program was 
renewed for a second year in 2008 it was quietly phased out, to be replaced with entrance 
scholarships and a five thousand dollar award for outstanding work related to issues in 
the lesbian/gay/bi/trans (LGBT) community and sponsored by OutTV, a local television 
broadcaster (“EA Announces $60,000”, “Scholarships”). The private funding of students 
and of the program as a whole opens up a latent point of tension in an educational 
context. In a competitive digital media ecosystem, the flow of money, technological 
resources and expertise that EA can offer is weighed against an exclusive access point to 
the best and brightest students. In other words, as the students themselves are highly 
coveted by game developers, the value of the collaboration between the Centre for Digital 
Media and its industry supporters necessitates a careful negotiation of expectations with a 
wide range of media producers in the region. This is especially the case given the 
financial model of the GNWC. 
 The initial decision-making process was based around the crucial establishment of 
a campus from which to develop a number of academic programs. As such the funds 
available to the Centre for Digital Media directly influences the program structure. The 
Master's of Digital Media program is designed to be a “full cost recovery' program. 
Tuition rates correspond to that of a professional degree program: $10,000 CDN each 
semester for Canadian students and $15,000 CDN each semester for international 
students. These tuition rates are designed to defray a significant portion of the annual 
107 
 
costs of running the program. However, those close to the program acknowledge that 
such high tuition rates, when tied directly to operating expenses, present a unique 
challenge: “All options were discussed, but this was the decision to go as a full cost 
recovery program, and that is still the intent, except it's proving a challenge. You can 
only raise tuition to a certain degree, and you just don't have other sources of money.” 
(Calvert). If interest or revenue does not come in from endowments or from tuition, there 
is no program. Further complicating matters, the level of financial support from the 
industry has not risen to expected levels, with the notable exception of the million dollar 
contribution by EA Canada: “One of the issues has been funding from industry. While 
the companies have provided considerable encouragement while the program was being 
planned – there has been major support from Electronic Arts – but that has really been it. 
And it's not that anyone has been particularly surprised” (Calvert). 
 The nature of the relationship between academia and industry, especially with 
regard to research and commercialization, has been under the microscope from the start. 
In the thirteenth Premier's Technology Council Report in 2010, a consultation process 
that included those working within industry, academic and government institutions 
yielded some definitive results: 
There is a clearly stated desire to change the culture within the academic 
institutions. It was felt they needed to garner a better understanding of 
industry needs and of what the actual priorities of an industrial partner 
were. Although this viewpoint was held most strongly among industrial 
participants, it was not limited to them alone. Participants also believed 
that for Universities to build a better relationship with industry they had to 
want them as a partner. In particular there was a concern that the 
Universities focused too much on negotiating the best possible revenue 
stream for the University, which often resulted in the research languishing 
uncommercialised at the institution (“Premier’s Technology Council, 13th 
Report). 
This conclusion derived from the consultation clearly indicates that some amount of 
pressure exists to change the university, its programs and its “culture”, to better serve the 
needs of industry and fuel the potential for economic growth. Another way to describe 
this process is in terms of capture: “First, it has provided business with the facilities to 
socialize the costs and risks of extraordinarily expensive high-technology research, while 
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privatizing the benefits of the innovations. Second, it has subsidized capital's retraining of 
its post-Fordist labour force (Dyer-Witheford, Cyber-Marx 110).  
Building Blocks 
 The land sold by Finning Intl. to was quickly re-zoned from industrial to 
residential/educational. The renovations to the Finning Intl. facilities required a complete 
gutting of whole buildings in order to install the technological infrastructure required for 
the MDM program. A third party was hired to drop technical gear into the Finning 
building, which had to be completely re-purposed to accommodate classrooms, studios, 
labs and administrative offices. From the beginning, there was an emphasis placed on 
wireless computing infrastructure at the campus. The idea was to allow students the 
flexibility of working from any location in the building. To support this, the MDM 
program began a lease program for laptops, which became an essential component in 
classroom instruction and class projects. As Director of Technology at the Great Northern 
Way Campus, Mark Lange is tasked with configuring instructional and lab spaces to suit 
the needs of students and faculty. Generally speaking, the Master's of Digital Media 
program represents a movement away from the more dedicated lab or classroom 
environment found in many other university programs: “Mobile computing is king. 
Mobility and a MASH unit mentality is key. The ability to move a complete project into 
another room or another part of the building at a moment's notice is really important. So 
everything we have is very moveable and very configurable. No traditional lab 
environment” (Lange). 
 The relatively small size of the campus, its minimal administrative structure and 
student body is cited as advantageous in allowing quick transitions or upgrades to new 
software or hardware. The focus on flexibility and basic functionality and capability for 
new spaces offers the benefit of avoiding heavy investment in technological 
infrastructure that could result in budgeting issues in the long term. This is especially 
vital for the MDM program given that there are no large endowment funds to draw upon: 
“We can flip on a dime. If the curriculum needs to make a drastic change to give a better 
education to the students, we can do it. We're not steering this giant boat that's pointed 
right at an iceberg. We can steer that boat” (Lange). Building and maintaining good 
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relationships with software and hardware developers is also viewed as essential to 
maintaining bleeding edge computing facilities for students. For example, Microsoft 
Canada with help from system integrator Seven Group, donated its Windows Compute 
Cluster Server software package to assist in meeting the high-end rendering needs of 
students for their projects in 2008 (“Donation provides cutting edge software”). The 
speed of change in terms of software and hardware requirements necessarily requires a 
constant reassessment of program goals and budgets, echoing concerns raised by Trow 
that the increased presence of Information and Communication technologies (ICTs) in 
curricula severs the link between educational policy within a program and its intended 
results (302).  
 The administrative structure of the Centre for Digital Media is notably light, 
indicative of the full cost recovery aspect of the program. As such, the MDM program 
requires the support of the four partner institutions to provide services to students. More 
recently, the four partner institutions decided to taking over various components of 
student services, a move indicative of a fuller integration with at an administrative level. 
According to Student Recruitment Coordinator Alison Robb, this is a practical step that 
offers the benefits of being associated with the more traditional universities: 
One of the problems with the way it was set up before was that our 
students were registered as students at 'Great Northern Way Campus' and 
not registered at any of the partner schools. Then suddenly something 
magical would happen and they would graduate from those partners. The 
problem with this was that students couldn't get student numbers and it 
was difficult for international students to apply for visas because if you 
look at a list of universities, Great Northern Way Campus wasn't on that 
list (Robb). 
 The faculty is comprised of a combination of guest instructors from other 
institutions and faculty associated primarily with the GNWC. Most faculty at the GNWC 
are short-term contract appointments, although there is some indication by administration 
that this will begin to change as the program more firmly establishes itself. Three years 
into the program's life, the MDM program boasts 4 full-time faculty with experience in 
animation, film, collaboration practices and game design. One consistency within the 
program is the hiring of part-time faculty (18 in total as of 2012) with active careers as 
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instructors at other local or international educational institutions, entrepreneurs, workers 
at major digital media companies such as EA Canada and IBM, or legal professions 
(“Current Faculty”). There is also a substantial commitment by prominent figures in 
digital media industries to contribute their expertise in the form of guest lectures and 
special arrangements for course instruction: “They signed one of the senior executives 
from Los Angeles to help teach that course, and he flew up every second week... This 
was an incredible experience for the students because you had the senior executive of one 
of the major game companies walking you through how it really works [in the industry] 
(Calvert).  
 Slaughter and Leslie argue that as contemporary universities attempt to capture 
alternative sources of revenue—including collaborative projects with industry—the 
activities of faculty are no longer defined by academic activity (defined in part by its 
separation with private enterprise), but by their willingness to work with industry. This 
movement was accompanied by a shift in perception regarding the role of capital in 
education, brought about by the “redirection of government aid from institutions to 
students” which effectively justified the entry of market forces into post-secondary 
education (Slaughter and Leslie 73). This change in the nature of academic work has the 
potential to connect educational programs with commercialization practices.  
Curriculum and the 'Real World' Experience 
 The curriculum of the Masters of Digital Media program has four major 
components. Core courses include classes on “business, technological, social and ethical 
issues”, along with courses on storytelling, visualizing narratives and game mechanics. 
Electives differ greatly depending on the expertise of the instructor assigned to the 
course. (MDM Degree Requirements and Curriculum) The second year is spent working 
on group projects, culminating in an internship semester. The latter is perhaps the most 
significant aspect of the curriculum: working with actual paying clients on projects. 
Commercialization is effectively built into the program.  
[Students] are in there right from the beginning. You have to realize that 
what they are doing is creating small companies. We get four or five 
students that are put into this pod, and they're dealing with a real client. 
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And they're feeling the effects of a real client too. They're getting the hot 
breath down their neck. The clients have no problem saying 'this is shit', or 
'look, we need to change this' or 'I don't like the way this is going' and we 
have to react to it just like we would any client. So it's real world. And 
that's the big value added. We're there to intervene when needed, but we 
stay just a little bit back to let them feel a little bit of the heat (Lange). 
These components of the of the MDM curriculum are specifically designed to focus on 
teamwork skills and client interaction. The satisfaction of the client figures heavily in the 
grading of these projects. Program faculty occupy an advisory role, helping student to 
produce deliverables and meet strict production deadlines. The workflow management 
skills learned in this environment, including working long hours with plenty of crunch 
time, are held up as valuable skill-building exercises.  
 Projects undertaken by students in the MDM program are largely applied, but not 
necessarily innovative. Significantly, this is a major difference between the MDM 
program and comparable programs at the School for Interactive arts and Technology 
(SIAT) at Simon Fraser University or the Master of Applied Arts degree offered at Emily 
Carr University, which are centered around thesis projects and publication that ideally 
represents an open contribution to knowledge. As many of the projects assigned to 
students come in the form of paid contracts with businesses, there is much less of a 
guarantee of openness. With supervision from faculty, students are expected to produce 
deliverables on a tight deadline. However, there is some indication that the outcome of 
the project may or may not be what the client expects. In this context, there is a fine line 
between student project and industry contract: 
We're always going to be tweaking and updating our curriculum to reflect 
what the world is like. We're trying to work on partnerships with other 
international universities and working on doing some remote project 
collaboration. I think one of the biggest shifts for us is that being here in 
Vancouver - such a hotbed of video game studios and entertainment 
technology studios – we thought that that was what our program would 
revolve around. What we're finding is that we're getting approached by 
companies and nonprofits that don't necessarily work for video game 
development. They're looking for more serious applications of digital media.” 
(Robb) 
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The program's focus shifted not only because of the approach and interaction with the 
Great Northern Way Campus as clients, but also in reaction to larger consumer patterns 
and corresponding labour practices within digital media industries: “Our curriculum has 
evolved to more software development. We've done a few products on the iPhone already 
that are out in the wild. We've got iPhone development, we've got some heavy-duty web 
development, we've got some desktop development starting to happen, whereas before 
we were more heavy on the arts side” (Lange). 
 Targeted recruitment in centres of digital media production in China, South 
Korea, Japan, Thailand, Singapore, the Philippines, and Malaysia are growing in 
significance in the global media scene. With a markedly higher rate of tuition ($50,100 
CDN for the entire program), and demand for skilled digital labourers overseas, 
international students at the Centre for Digital Media represent a valuable revenue 
generator. In the interview process, there was some expectation on the part of program 
administrators that graduating students would be hired into game development studios 
with global nodes of production: “We're fulfilling some of the local talent needs, but 
these studios that have other connections are showing significant interest in the talent 
that's being produced here and seeing where they can go to help them with their various 
studios” (Chenard). Language and differences in the culture of work have been 
pinpointed as areas requiring attention, especially since teamwork has been foregrounded 
in the MDM curriculum as an integral skillset. Additionally, this focus in the program 
was designed to keep international students in the Vancouver area: 
Once they've completed their 20-month master's degree program here in 
Vancouver, they are eligible for a working visa at graduation. Which 
means that the local economy benefits from the additional manpower that 
we've recruited into the Vancouver backyard. All of our international 
students to date have chosen to stay on and continue to work in Vancouver 
(Chenard). 
Ensuring a smooth transition from international students to skilled professionals in North 
America requires the coordination of several organizations. In concert with the GNWC, 
DigiBC is involved with assisting with immigration issues for international talent brought 
in to British Columbia through facilitating issues with Immigration Canada.  
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 Miyoshi cautions that while the enthusiastic recruitment of international students 
may result in “...a greater circulation of information and understanding”, the “global 
academic industry” can also produce a transnational corporate scholar, valued equally by 
university administrators and powerful industry interests as mobile, adaptable and 
commoditized units of labour who pay higher tiers of tuition: “The industry is far from a 
'village' envisioned by the administrators of the virtual university; rather, it is a de-
territorialized corporation” (67-68). This type of delocalized and corporatized student can 
benefit the bigger, multinational companies in Vancouver. Once graduated from the 
program, these students may be able to be more easily transferable in a global network of 
game development. Electronic Arts is keenly interested in in bringing these international 
students into the fold: 
We're very happy to have exposure, especially since EA has studios in 
China. We actually hosted the students here that came from 
Communication University of China and we showed them around here at 
EA for the afternoon... The reason we do that is that there's a benefit to the 
students to get to see what happens here. We are one of the biggest game 
companies in Canada, so for the opportunity to see our facility and what 
we do and hear from our employees, that's a contribution to their 
education. Of course, we think about why we are doing this. Obviously we 
have some studios in Shanghai and other international locations, so if the 
student is coming all the way here, maybe they get excited about EA as a 
place to work. And maybe they're going to go home and want to work at 
EA Shanghai instead of somewhere else. So us having a global reach as 
far as employment opportunities and reaching out to international students 
is a benefit to us as well (Copland). 
Experimental and Promotional Platforms 
From the beginning, the virtual world of Second Life featured prominently in both the 
activities of students and the global promotional strategies pursued enthusiastically by 
GNWC administrators. As more universities populate islands in Second Life, the space of 
the virtual campus becomes integrated into long-standing and emerging administrative 
and educational strategies. A Second Life “Educational Island” purchased by the GNWC 
operates as an advantageous virtual platform for a number of administrative and 
promotional strategies. The virtual Great Northern Way campus building is a primary 
feature of the island. A highly detailed sim, the virtual campus building's high-tech, 
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contemporary architecture of glass and steel stands in stark contrast to the older, 
converted Finning building inherited by the campus.  
  
 If anything, the virtual campus building reflects on the future of the campus site in 
downtown Vancouver, blending well with the glass skyscrapers and newer developments 
in the area such as the Olympic athlete's village. Containing a number of meeting rooms 
for students and faculty, the virtual building also functions as a repository of images that 
tell the story of the founding of the campus and its future direction. Not far away, a raised 
platform serves as a stage for presentations to prospective students who login from across 
the globe. The main virtual campus building serves as a visual signifier of the campus: a 
central hub where information comes in and goes out. Inside, virtual murals reinforce the 
visual identity of the Campus and its programs, while images on the virtual wall 
Illustration 1: The Virtual campus building in Second Life.  16 May 2009. Personal 
screenshot by author. JPEG file.  
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chronicle the campus's history. Significantly, Second Life has been thoroughly integrated 
into this history.  
 At the Centre for Digital Media, Second Life is used extensively as part of class 
instruction, research and student projects. One thing that the program is interested in is 
facilitating student projects with industry partners in the virtual environment, where there 
are sets of deliverables and non-disclosure agreements. In one such project, students in 
the MDM program collaborated with the Vancouver Police Department, building an 
online presence for a “sci-fi approach to recruitment” in Second Life, looking for 
potential recruits with the expertise to tackle “Internet and technology-related crimes, 
from fraud to harassment” (“VPD: Virtual Police Department”). In another blended 
reality project, author William Gibson took part in a simultaneous audio podcast and 
Second Life appearance with the assistance of MDM students, reading excerpts from his 
book Spook Country, themed around locative technology and a permeable boundary 
between real life and cyberspace (“Centre for Digital Media Hosts Second Life Book 
Launch”). For the MDM program, the virtual campus as an educational zone is a platform 
to both test its own viability within the Vancouver region and its capacity to build 
networks and reach new markets. 
 The argument can be made that these “playful” experiments in the Great Northern 
Way Campus Island act as a form of promotion in and of themselves, by displaying and 
demonstrating the mobilizing of immaterial labour that typifies the activities and 
objectives of the Masters of Digital Media program. And yet, with minimal direct 
supervision, the products of these experiments do not necessarily have to correspond to 
the objectives of the program administrators. There are many Universities that use the 
virtual campus as a venue for online education, experimentation and promotion. 2007 
empirical analysis of Second Life reports that over 70% of the 170 institutions in the 
study maintained a presence in the virtual world, the majority of which are based in North 
America (Jennings and Collins). Common spaces observed by the researchers included 
auditoriums for online instruction, virtual art galleries, virtual offices, libraries, visitor 
centers and resource centers. Virtual campuses often incorporate all of these elements 
into the topography and architecture of their “educational islands”. 
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 There are two specific ways of modelling the educational island in Second Life. 
First, what could be referred to as the “bricks and mortar” models – these are the more 
“official looking” areas of the island that in many cases directly reference the real-life 
campus. There are varying levels of effort and organization that are put into the creation 
of these areas, depending on the educational institution. Differences in building and other 
object models can indicate the control, direct or indirect, long-term and day-to-day, that 
university administration exercises in a virtual campus varies wildly depending on the 
institution. Second, the experimental areas or “Student Sandbox”.  
 The “Student Sandbox” at the virtual Great Northern Way Campus is a mix of 
student work for clients and student work for class assignments or for fun. Seemingly 
Illustration 2: The MDM Program Student Sandbox in Second Life. 16 May 2009. 
Personal screenshot by author. JPEG file.  
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random objects litter the island, such as a drum set, a hockey rink, random buildings, and 
sports cars, on the ground and even in the air above the island. These are areas where any 
number of projects can be conducted by students on the space owned by the post-
secondary institution. These spaces are characterized by unpredictability and randomness 
in their showcase of the productivity of students and researchers. Researchers like 
Herman, Coombe and Kaye in their economic analysis of Second Life assert that the 
adherence to intellectual property rights, along with facilitation of commerce and the role 
of Linden Labs in maintaining and protecting these conditions in Second Life reinforces a 
neoliberal ideology. The language around intellectual property and “freedom”, they 
argue, masks the intent to cultivate a relationship with users involving patterns of 
production and consumption that align exclusively with capital. One of the key struggles 
within Second Life has revolved around the centrality of learning in virtual worlds when 
faced with growing experiments in systems of commerce and government activity and 
control (Ondrejka 2008). However, the struggle is already present as institutions of higher 
learning establish a presence online, as the strategies, tensions and limitations of the 
“ivory tower” and the “corporate U” come into focus with the introduction of the virtual 
campus as a “space” within the contemporary university.  
Game Development in Vancouver post-2008: 
Diminishing Returns 
 Beginning in 2008, a global economic downturn tests the enthusiasm around 
game development in Vancouver, despite conflicting rhetoric within the industry touting 
that is somehow “less susceptible to the changes in the economy” (Kohler). Britton, 
Tremblay, and Smith in 2009 report that “Local successes in animation and games may 
have encouraged a laissez faire attitude but only limited and inconsistent support for new 
media organizations has been forthcoming as a joint provincial-federal response to 
collective action by new media firms” (232). 
 In 2011, industry research finds that while start-ups dedicated to mobile and 
social gaming increase as game development for consoles declines, overall growth within 
the region grinds to a halt as Ontario and Québec enjoy growth of 20% and 13% 
respectively (Secor 11-12). Other analysis links the continued vitality of the digital games 
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industry to emerging markets for popular multiplayer online games such as World of 
Warcraft (2004) and Lineage II (2003), games that generate streams of revenue from 
ongoing subscription fees and in-game economies: “...the online game industry is not 
only recession-proof but can even benefit from an economic slump, as people stay home 
more often and have more time on their hands” (So-eui and Martinez).  
 Despite this optimism, subsequent waves of layoffs in the global operations of 
game developers have left an indelible impact in the Vancouver area. The largest 
companies were forced to make adjustments in the wake of the economic crisis beginning 
in 2008. Overall confidence of stability in the region was shaken when Electronic Arts 
shuttered its previously acquired Black Box studio and laid off hundreds of workers. Its 
decision to drop long-term plans to open a new studio in the neighbourhood of Yaletown 
was even more alarming, causing commentators to describe EA as “sputtering” amidst 
“rising costs and skittish consumers” (Hartley, EA to Shutter). The developer announced 
a long-term plan to lay off 1,500 workers globally by April of 2010 at the same time as it 
released losses of $391 million, an increase of 26 percent over the previous year (Remo). 
EA's net revenue for the fiscal year began to drop after the $4.2 billion CDN reported in 
2009. Accompanied with lowered projections for investor communities, the company 
posted annual net revenues of $3.6 billion CDN and $3.5 billion CDN in 2010 and 2011, 
before returning to 2009 levels in 2012. (“EA Reports Fourth Quarter and Fiscal Year 
2009”, “EA Reports Forth Quarter and Fiscal Year 2010”, “Electronic Arts Reports Q4 
FY11”, “Electronic Arts Reports Q4 FY12”). 
 In addition to the mass layoffs at EACanada, 2009 saw dozens of layoffs at 
Disney’s Propaganda Games, while Nexon Games, Backbone Entertainment, and Nokia 
closed down entire studios in the region (Lavender 2009). Other large developers made 
drastic cuts in 2011 and 2012. Rockstar Entertainment's move to Ontario, Ubisoft 
Vancouver's closure, Activision's shuttering of Radical Entertainment, and layoffs at 
Capcom, Nexon, and Relic Entertainment punctuates a negative trend for the region. Matt 
Toner, a professor at the Center for Digital Media and new media executive in 
Vancouver, asserts that a lack of access to investment capital, high real estate prices in 
part due to a high exchange rate, and an inability to penetrate government bureaucracy 
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result in “a talent drain to currently-thriving Montreal and Toronto, where attractive tax 
incentives are helping compound Vancouver's challenges” (Alexander, Vancouver). 
 A global shift away from Triple-A development and toward games developed at 
smaller scales over a wide range of platforms has also changed the landscape in 
Vancouver. For the larger game developers such as EA, the change in the business of 
game development merely requires the re-allocation of resources. Lamentations over the 
layoffs in Vancouver, for example, spun as part of “the cycle of entrepreneurship” 
overshadowed the announcement of a 850-person studio in Montreal, where almost half 
of the staff were dedicated to the development of mobile games (Godsall). Local reaction 
to the change in the industry concedes that Vancouver is not the dominant hub of game 
development it once was, even going so far as to question the sustainability of large 
studios and ambitious development projects. Nonetheless, the downturn is depicted as a 
“transition” to smaller studios (such as Nine Tail Studios, A Thinking Ape, and 
Roadhouse Interactive) and alternative development and distribution models (Kyllo, 
Transition). 
 The optimism around the Vancouver game development scene changes with the 
sharp economic downturn starting in 2008 and a high exchange rate for the Canadian 
Dollar. The Entertainment Software Association of Canada (ESAC) sees the volatility of 
the Canadian dollar in the world market—fluctuating “between -3.7% and +60.2% of its 
starting point” since the beginning of the 20th century—as a risk to long-term investment 
in Canadian media production. The same report notes that larger multinational game 
developers “typically have sophisticated finance teams that are able to devote time and 
expertise to the management of currency risk”, and that smaller game developers require 
support from “Canadian governments and/or industry associations” to help mitigate risk 
caused by changing conditions in the world economy (Secor 25). Citing the poor 
performance of Electronic Arts in the fiscal year of 2009, DigiBC chairman Warren 
Franklin stressed to the media that the fixity of game development in the Vancouver 
region is much more tenuous: "I don't think people really understand what we built here, 
and how hard it was to build, and how easy it will be for it to dissipate if we don't take 
care of it... Other parts of the world really want this business and will be aggressive to get 
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it" (qtd. in Ebner, Vancouver). In 2009, discussions over the need for a policy 
intervention and for more communication between the games studios and the B.C. 
Government were taking place while reportedly 800 games industry workers were 
without employment. The local industry perspective made it clear that in a global 
industry of digital production, jobs can easily transition to other locales if the basic 
economics no longer make sense (Kyllo, Stimulus). If Vancouver is to thrive as a digital 
media hub, leveraging its rich educational institutions is paramount to keeping the games 
industry in the region. 
 As of 2012, DigiBC claims that the recession beginning in 2008 resulted in the 
loss of 1,190 jobs, and a projected 3,850 jobs lost due to shortcomings in policy, 
representing a combined $.9 Billion in BC's GDP (DigiBC and BC Interactive Task 
Force 5). Reports published by DigiBC stress the importance of the free flow of 
investment capital into digital media production. Significant attention is paid to the 
United States, both as a potential source for foreign investment and as a direct competitor 
to the Vancouver region.“Silicon Valley is flush with capital right now but knows little 
about the digital media companies in BC and Canada. As a result, many successful small 
Canadian companies have felt compelled, or in some cases explicitly required, to move 
their operations to the U.S. in order to access the capital required to grow” (DigiBC). 
 DigiBC highlights the impact of competing regions for game development, and 
the importance of a tax policy that competes with these jurisdictions, including other 
provinces in Canada. Their policy recommendations in light of the decline of the game 
development sector include increasing the Interactive Digital Media Tax Credit from 
17% to 30% “to provide a stronger incentive to attract larger investments, bigger projects 
and more jobs”; making it easier to allow smaller game developers to participate in the 
Digital Media Tax Credit; instituting a 5-year tax holiday for game industry executives 
who intend to move their companies into the province; and making a change in tax credit 
regulations to “include BC contract labour in the digital media tax credit policy to 
encourage the conversion of contract positions into full-time employees” (DigiBC and 
BC Interactive Task Force 7). The focus on the tax levied on game industry executives 
suggests a steadfast resolve to attract major players within the industry. Additionally, 
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measures that make contract labour—such as salary or waged labour—applicable for tax 
credits in BC have the potential to increase the reliance on contract labour and the 
precarity of game industry work. Given the economic disruptions within the digital game 
industry writ large and its diminished profile in the Vancouver region, pressure from the 
game industry in Vancouver revolves around the willingness of the Christy Clark Liberal 
government in B.C. to acquiesce to game companies and match the generous tax credit 
systems of Québec and Ontario during a period of recession. B.C. minister of community, 
sport, and cultural development Bill Bennett emphasized the reluctance of government to 
invest more substantially in the games industry: “I’m not saying that we won’t level the 
playing field... It’s not an easy decision at a time when the province is trying to balance 
its budget. Apparently Québec and Ontario don’t worry as much about that” (qtd. in 
“Vancouver Video Game Industry in Peril”). 
Conclusion: the Northern Way 
 The grand unveiling of the Great Northern Way Campus in September of 2007 
was a triumphant flourish for all involved: the culmination of years of effort by 
representatives of industry and educational institutions, and feather in the cap of Gordon 
Campbell and the ruling Liberal Party. Campbell was there in person to officially 
commence the program with a click of a mouse, while a Gordon Campbell avatar in 
Second Life mimicked his actions, simultaneously unveiling the virtual Great Northern 
Way Campus to the virtual world. An article in the Vancouver Province entitled 
“Province Centre Aims for Digital Cutting Edge” captured the tone of the event: 
“Campbell encouraged the students and faculty to ‘create magic in the years ahead’... EA 
Studios president Paul Lee said people often ask him, ‘When are you going to get a real 
job and stop playing video games?’” (Luymes). While a lot of excitement was generated 
about the inauguration of the Masters of Digital Media program at the GNWC, embedded 
within that excitement was a way of crafting a narrative about the kind of high-tech 
digital labour that so many had worked so hard to bring to British Columbia. All it 
needed was a long-term, stabilizing commitment from industry. 
 While there is a chilling effect in the Vancouver game development scene after 
the economic downturn beginning in 2008, new digital media developers are, in part 
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swayed by tax breaks, setting up shop in the Vancouver area. This trend is crucial to the 
continued success of the Great Northern Way Campus because it ensures a continuous 
demand for the quality of skilled digital labourer they can produce. For example, the 
Pixar studio established in 2010 is an example of how Vancouver has retained the 
reputation as a geographically advantageous hub of activity that is optimal for digital 
media developers (Lederman, Vancouver Gets Animated). However, the ambitions of the 
Great Northern Way Campus have stalled. In the first few years of the GNWC, the 
Masters of Digital Media program was billed as the first of three academic programs. A 
“Sustainability program” would focus on green technologies and urban planning, and an 
“Arts + Culture” program. The prominence of these two planned programs would 
diminish gradually on the GNWC website.  
  For now, it appears like those involved in the continued health of the GNWC are 
content with developing and building on the success of their graduate-level program. The 
September 2012 cohort—the seventh of the young program—is the largest to date with 
39 incoming students, including international students from “Egypt, Malaysia, China, 
The United States, Brazil, and Mexico” (“New Semester”). At the same time, they are 
confident that industry is still a willing partner: “While they do have a sense of ownership 
which is psychological, in practice the quality of the graduates has proven to be very 
attractive to them” (Calvert). The Master's of Digital Media program is now taking in a 
cohort of students in the Winter term in addition to the one in the Fall. Those close to the 
program don't yet feel a chilling effect around the Masters of Digital Media program and 
its continued success. “Even the more successful game companies have layoffs every so 
often. This doesn't seem to affect our graduates in any significant way” (Calvert). 
Administrators of the program point out that although there is turbulence within the 
industry, the Masters of Digital Media program is well situated to respond to any changes 
that occur: 
It's a changing industry. We're seeing some business models change from 
triple-A game developers that are now looking at the casual and social 
media gaming space. When EA had announced layoffs [in November of 
2009], the same day they announced the acquisition of Playfish, a casual 
game development studio to help get games into the social space like 
Facebook and other areas. So they're continuing to look at what's next. On 
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the surface level you may have heard of some layoffs on some of the 
traditional production teams, but on that same pendulum swing you're 
seeing a pickup in other areas. It's a return to the smaller, more agile 
development teams when it comes to smaller products. So companies are 
investing in that area, and interested in playing in the same same sandbox 
as anyone else that can help make it happen. And we're one of them. 
(Chenard) 
This adjustment to and negotiation with the needs of the digital game industry 
corresponds with a consensus model of restricted educational collaboration. Newfield 
(2004) points out that while a hybrid approach to education attempts to manage any 
incongruities in the ongoing relationship between universities and commerce, the 
approach has two key weaknesses: “It overstates the internal coherence of capitalism 
itself, and it understates the strengths of the university and of the kinds of noneconomic 
acts and interests that go on inside and outside its gates” (50-51). As a full cost recovery 
program, the Great Northern Way Campus depends on the consistent support of an 
industrial sector with rapidly shifting labour needs and shifts in markets and costs. The 
turbulence caused by the decline of government support for public universities in British 
Columbia works to legitimize these program configurations, with risk being passed on to 
students in the form of high tuition. In addition, the emphasis on “real world” projects 
and internships effectively subsumes the activities of students under capital, delimiting 
the application of their labour and possibly limiting the scope of their creative capacities. 
 In the Summer of 2010, it was announced that Emily Carr University, in an 
attempt to address space issues on its Granville Island campus in Vancouver, plans an 
expansion of its campus to the vacant property downtown at the Great Northern Way 
campus. As a university renowned for its fine arts programs, Emily Carr and its presence 
in the campus represents a shift in in the direction of a more traditional university, but 
also a shift to a more Fine Arts oriented concentration. Ron Burnett, head of Emily Carr 
University, sees the campus being transformed into something very different than a 
traditional game studio. "My vision of that space is one that's full of public art, full of 
enough gardens and actual public space [like] parks, that people will want to come down 
to Great Northern Way, not only to see Emily Carr, but to experience culture as it's being 
created" (qtd. In Lederman, Artist). The article goes on to describe some of the possible 
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features of a new, integrated campus space, including “a cinema, art galleries and a 
working hub for creative companies like Pixar, which recently set up shop in Vancouver” 
(Lederman, Artist). The GNWC in 2011 forged ahead with its own expansion plans in 
2011, breaking ground on a 51,000 square-foot building adjacent to the old Finning 
building, moving one step closer to creating “a collaborative, mixed-use campus and 
commercial environment” (“GNWC Breaks Ground”). 
 It is too early to know in what ways the MDM program could be integrated with 
the educational and administrative structure of Emily Carr university, or of the latter's 
university culture as a whole. Perhaps more importantly, it remains to be seen whether 
the industry involvement presently active at the GNWC will transform Emily Carr. For 
now, Emily Carr University's association with the MDM program at Great Northern Way 
is cited as a positive example of a partnership that has “expanded academic choice in BC 
and will spark and inspire economic, artistic and technical innovation through research, 
development and commercialization” (Emily Carr University of Art + Design).  
 What is clear is that long-standing institutions have been conscripted through 
many channels to sustain and support the continued growth of the digital games industry 
in Vancouver. This extends far beyond higher education to many institutional structures 
in society. Art and cultural institutions such as the Vancouver Art Gallery are only one 
small example of this mediated process. The quality and quantity of labour that is 
generated and flows within the Vancouver region produces and is produced by the 
conditions by which other institutions address perceived shortcomings in education. 
Analysis of this ongoing process reveals a set of logics that make the educational 
algorithm of the Great Northern Way Campus possible within the current social, political 
and economic context. The lofty aspirations of the industry and education contained 
within this algorithm, attained at the height of the pre-2008 economic setting, necessitates 
an examination other, unanticipated paradigms and contingencies when faced with 
recession and sectoral contraction. The response from the Great Northern Way Campus 
has been slight and somewhat contradictory, involving a scaling back of long-term 
program planning, cautious expansion amidst an intra-university negotiation based 
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around the valuable real estate in the middle of Vancouver, and an acceleration of student 
intake (their primary source of program funding).  
 In Vancouver, a crisis of an industry in decline proceeds on two major fronts: a 
dwindling access to capital for project development, and a decreased capacity of game 
industry associations to leverage their position with the provincial government to increase 
the commitment to a tax credit policy competitive with the other major game 
development regions of Canada. The volatile nature of this new industrial context 
ultimately undermines confidence in both the digital game industry as a solid long-term 
investment for regional development and the parallel game development education 
initiatives such as that found at the Great Northern Way Campus.  
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5. Montréal's Ubisoft Campus and the Education 
Megaproject in Québec 
 With little to no fanfare, the Ubisoft Campus closed in June of 2010. Of what was 
once hailed as an unprecedented initiative in Québec's hotbed of digital game production, 
only traces remain on the periphery of the Internet: project demo reels, LinkdIn profiles, 
the odd news article or press release. In terms of visibility, profile and branding, the 
Ubisoft Campus had by and large operated very quietly over the five years of its 
existence, especially in relation to other examples of University/Industry collaboration 
within other regions of Canada.  
 The campus was housed in a fairly nondescript commercial building in the Old 
Port district of Montréal, an area relatively far away from Ubisoft Headquarters (located 
in the Mile End area) and most of the partner institutions, but in close proximity to a 
number of new media production companies. Technological infrastructure within the 
instructional space was procured and maintained by Ubisoft, and the facilities hosted 
groups of students from the partner institutions who wished to receive instruction or work 
on projects. Instructors were brought in from Ubisoft to partner universities and CEGEPs 
contributed to the campus and its programs by paid by paying a monthly facilities charge 
to defray the cost of operation and the building lease. Ultimately, close to 500 students 
graduated from programs affiliated with the initiative, sending a wave of 3D modellers, 
animators and programmers into the Montreal region and beyond (Samet). Strategies 
used by Ubisoft to lay foundation for and maintain a stable pool of digital game labourers 
in Québec with a specific skill set merits attention as a means to entrench Ubisoft's place 
as an industry leader in the region. The Ubisoft campus illustrates that these designs are 
not without risk or cost. 
 From the very beginning, there were apprehensions expressed about the program. 
Other developers in the province were not impressed with the competitive advantage that 
the Ubisoft Campus represented. Jeff Brown, a spokesman for Electronic Arts Canada, 
opined that control of the educational program combined with the standard utilization of 
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non-compete clauses amounted to an unfair “abuse” of the system: "Ubisoft must declare 
they are either going to take subsidies from the province or are they going to force people 
into restrictive non-compete clauses. It is unethical to take money from the province to 
pay people, then force them to sign non-compete clauses” (qtd. in Silcoff). At the very 
least, the partner institutions that signed on to the collaboration with the Ubisoft Campus 
did so with the implicit understanding that Ubisoft would get a first look at the skilled 
labour emerging from the associated programs. Former executive director of the 
International Game Developers Association (IGDA) Jason Della Rocca notes that while 
non-compete clauses are a typical in the digital games industry, this configuration could 
be detrimental to the viability and sustainability of Montréal as a favourable location to 
work in the long-term: “It [non -compete clauses] plays against the idea that as a worker, 
you can come to Montréal and feel pretty secure being here, because you can do a project 
here, a project there, move around” (Della Rocca, Interview). 
 The Ubisoft Campus is premised on the cultivation of a network of interactions 
with schools over strategic geographic locales spread across Québec, from the island of 
Montreal to Québec City and in smaller centres such as Matane. This regional study is 
focused primarily on two specific examples within this network: the involvement of 
Dawson College and the Université de Montréal in the Ubisoft Campus. While the two 
very institutions illustrate important differences in the educational landscape in Québec 
(CEGEP/university, English/French, diploma/graduate program) both are primarily 
interested in building and refining programs dedicated to the design aspect of the game 
development process, in part due to the disciplinary focus and ambitions of the 
administrators currently in place. A comparison of the two institutions and their 
experience of the Ubisoft Campus reveals that the collaboration with Ubisoft yields very 
different results, and outcomes are dependent on governmental agency mandates, 
idiosyncratic institutional contexts within Québec, and the directives of administrators 
directly involved in both the day-to-day operation of the associated programs and the 
long-term plans for the campus itself. Given the wide scope of the Ubisoft Campus 
project, along with its international collaborative ambitions, a lot is at stake for the game 
developer. Their success depends on the ability of these institutional collaborations to 
efficiently produce skilled labour and ensure continued financial and fervent government 
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support. However, if the Montreal region is the global hub of digital game development 
that policy makers desire it to be, the fate of the Ubisoft Campus introduces 
administrative and institutional tensions and incompatibilities that trouble the aims of 
industry interaction and government policy. 
 This chapter navigates the dramatically varied responses to this grind, and the 
subsequent shifts in the governmental, educational and industrial approach to building 
and sustaining a digital economy. Differing institutional strategies and priorities related to 
the formation of the Ubisoft Campus illuminate a climate of tempered enthusiasm for 
industrial collaboration, widespread appetite to fill an educational niche, and opportunity 
for increased cooperation and movement between networks. Given the precedent set by 
the Ubisoft campus, there is much at stake for post-secondary administrative networks in 
the region, who find themselves committing time, money and human resources to a 
number of initiatives that may redefine both their relationship to the surrounding 
community and their efficacy in the world of digital capital. 
Game Development in Montréal: Assassins and Creeds 
 Presently the third largest independent publisher of digital games globally, 
Ubisoft boasts 26 studios in 18 countries, second largest in the world (“Facts & Figures”). 
Although the official worldwide headquarters is in Paris, roughly one-third of Ubisoft's 
5,700 production staff are now located in Montreal. The estimated 2000-2999 total staff 
at Ubisoft's Montreal office is far and away the largest in the Montreal area, dwarfing 
Electronic Arts with 750-999 employees and studios such as Babel Media, Behaviour, 
Gameloft, Eidos, and VMC with an estimated 250-499 workers (“Profile” 19). 
Additionally, Ubisoft's ability to acquire smaller companies or valuable intellectual (IP) 
property rights allows a greater control over production and publishing in a region. One 
recent example in Montreal is the purchase of local multiplayer gaming middleware 
company Quazal Technologies in 2010, which bolstered the studio's ability to develop 
and coordinate online services in the game market (Alexander, Ubisoft Bolsters). This 
trend corresponds with an expansion of large game developers in Montreal. A survey 
conducted by industry association TechnoCompétences in 2010 finds that the distribution 
of game development work shifts substantially in the 2000s. Game studios with over 100 
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workers employed over 90% of the total labour force in 2009, a 60% increase from 2002. 
In the same span, the number of companies with over 100 workers went from an 
estimated 4% to almost 40% of the total (TechnoCompétences, L’emploi 8). 
 Ubisoft is not alone in its migration to the region, although with roughly two 
thousand employees and ambitions of hiring another thousand by 2013, the company still 
dominates the landscape (“Ubisoft Montréal is one of the biggest”). Electronic Arts, 
A2M, and Gameloft have all established studios in the province in a sustained migration 
of larger studios since 2004. Since 2009, expansions in studio sizes and the addition of 
studios such as THQ, Eidos, Funcom, and Studio Galaxy have added an estimated 1100 
jobs to the region (“Profile” 11). Industry data in 2011 estimates that over 70% of game 
developers in Canada with more than 151 employees are based in Québec. By contrast, 
the companies with under 25 employees accounted for in Québec constitute only 15% of 
the total activity of companies of that size in Canada, compared with 36% in Ontario and 
22% in B.C. (Secor 8-9). Many of these larger additions to Québec and Montreal's game 
development scene are foreign subsidiaries. Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment from 
the United States, for example, announced a move to Montréal in 2010, explicitly citing 
tax breaks and top-level talent as a reason for the move (Graft, Warner). Similarly, a $2 
million CDN investment from the Québec government led directly to the addition of 250 
new positions to the Eidos Montreal studio one year later (Lasalle). 
 During Québec's period of growth in the game development sector, companies 
who lay off workers and close or consolidate studios in their global operations choose to 
expand to Montréal. THQ studios is one example of a trend of using the Montréal region 
and their tax breaks to keep labour costs low (Magder). The flow of multinational game 
developers into Québec has solidified the province's position as the top locale for game 
development in the country. With double the average number of employees per company, 
roughly half of the game development jobs in Canada are located in Québec. In 2011, the 
roughly 86 companies in the province spent an estimated $733 million (CDN) on game 
development projects, much of this dedicated to the roughly 8,200 workers in the region 
(Secor 2011). 
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 Although Montréal is a populous, modern city with an education system that 
enables it to have a solid population of workers trained in computing technologies and 
other fields of value to the digital games industry, there remains a perceived deficiency in 
this labour pool. The demand for certain competencies in the digital game development 
process has contributed to a climate where it is commonplace to go to other regions in 
Canada and internationally in order to attract workers to (and from) Montréal 
(Colbourne). The clustering of industry in Montréal, coupled with a demand for specific 
skills, results in a regional context that allows for numerous points of entry and 
opportunities for both labourers and entrepreneurs interested in game development.  
 Jason Della Rocca, the former executive director of the Independent Game 
Developers Association (IGDA) and current coordinator of the Montréal chapter, 
describes the local game development scene in terms of a system of attraction to the 
region featuring a constellation of large game development companies instead of an 
internally generated growth trend from a single anchor firm. “There is a central node but 
the behaviour is different. There's this magnetic effect that the central node has, in this 
case being Ubisoft. It's the main pillar, and then you have THQ, EA, several other big 
pillars, and there's this flow that goes between them. But there's this magnetic effect as 
opposed to a splintering” (Della Rocca, Interview). As game designers, programmers and 
other professionals move to different types of projects and employers within the region, 
the specialized skill and expertise of the workers intensifies, creating favorable 
circumstances for workers to start up their own companies and contribute to the growth 
of the industry at all levels. 
 However, other research into the Montréal cluster of new media producers casts 
doubt on the idea that game developers offer immediate benefits to smaller game studios 
by default. This factor is especially important when attaching the label of “anchor” onto 
companies that protect both intellectual property and development teams so vigorously: 
The important question to ask about Ubisoft and EA and other large in-
house developers located in the midst of many small firms, is whether they 
are anchor firms. Our conclusion is that large games firms in Vancouver 
and Montréal have large impacts on the scale of each regional labour 
force, the collective work experience and on-the-job training. They act as 
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stabilizing influences on the volatility of employment and in the longer run 
they recognize and develop talent; there is, however, no case to make that 
they stimulate other, especially smaller, firms through backward linkages” 
(Britton, Tremblay, and Smith 221). 
The importance of “backward linkages”—indicating the amount of economic 
interdependence created by direct flow of goods, services and capital from one company 
to another—to Ubisoft's status as an anchor firm in the city is an interesting distinction. 
While Vancouver's digital game studio presence can be defined by the generation of 
smaller companies from Electonic Arts, Montreal's cluster of game development is 
defined by the flow of multiple companies from across the globe in a process of what in 
business parlance is termed inward investment. The policing of non-compete clauses in 
Montreal's professional networks of game development, coupled with the intense 
competition for human resources within the region, helps to ensure that any generative 
connections between companies are indirect.  
 The Ubisoft Campus and the state of university/industry interaction in Montréal 
may best be understood in a context of tenacious competition, especially in terms of 
labour acquisition and movement of workers. Although the exact specialized skills 
needed change according to the size, scope and goals of game development projects, 
preformatting and diverting skilled labour is a key struggle that persists in the region. 
Martin Tremblay was the head of Ubisoft Montréal during an ongoing legal struggle 
concerning instances where Electronic Arts Canada (EA Canada) hired game designers 
with non-compete clauses that the latter deemed to be excessive. The case Ubisoft 
brought to court tested the resolve of two major competitors in the same region of 
Canada, but also changed industry practices by questioning the legality of non-compete 
clauses.  
 EACanada's reaction to the legal action in the media pointed to the tendency in 
mandatory non-compete clauses of “preventing creative talent from seeking jobs of their 
choice” with the imposition of “restrictive, possibly illegal clauses in employment 
agreements” that potentially force workers to leave the region entirely. At the same time, 
EA Canada executives lamented the lost productivity for labour in high demand 
(Feldman, Ubisoft and EA). The judgment by the Québec Court of Appeal ruled in favour 
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of Ubisoft, further cementing the role of non-compete clauses as a standard practice in 
game development studios (Jenkins, Ubisoft Wins). Public clashes between the two 
companies continued in 2006 when yet another Ubisoft employee with a non-compete 
clause was hired at the EA Montreal studio. Seeking to revisit the precedent-setting 
judgment of the Québec courts, EA Montreal head Alain Tascan depicted the utilization 
of non-compete clauses as a mechanism to control labour flows in the region 
masquerading as a means of protecting intellectual property. A letter from Tascan to 
Ubisoft head Martin Tremblay, subsequently leaked to the media, also cited subsidies 
over and above those available to other developers in Québec: “Using government money 
to lock talent into contracts that prohibit them from moving to new projects is an affront 
to creative freedom, limits consumer choice and stifles the growth of the multi-media 
industry in Québec” (qtd. in Carless, Electonic Arts). Ironically, the policies that allowed 
Ubisoft to apply a competitive advantage worked against Martin Tremblay when he left 
Ubisoft to lead Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment's Vivendi Games. Ubisoft's non-
compete injunction was upheld in the Superior Court of Montreal, banning Tremblay 
from working in the games industry for one year (Carless, Ubisoft). 
 Contracts with non-disclosure agreements and non-compete clauses are standard 
in the industry, demonstrating aggressive attempts to control both the flow of knowledge 
and of labour. In a surprising move, Patrice Désilets, the Creative Director for multiple 
Ubisoft titles including Assassin's Creed (in 2007) and its sequel, ended his relationship 
with the company in May of 2010, forgoing substantial bonuses in the process (Graft, 
Court Awards). His reason for leaving abruptly became apparent a few months later when 
he was selected by THQ to head up a new studio in the city (Alexander, THQ). Although 
the hiring was a clear victory for the studio, it was not without complications. A non-
compete clause dictated that Désilets could not work for another company until May of 
2011. After more employees from Ubisoft left to work at THQ, Ubisoft took the step of 
obtaining a request with the Superior Court of Québec for an injunction to block any 
further recruitment (Bertz). 
 Another sign of the aggressiveness within the industry was demonstrated through 
the events in late 2004, when Electronic Arts attempted a takeover of Ubisoft. It was a 
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critical moment in the industry, where the release of three major consoles (PlayStation 3, 
Xbox 36o and Nintendo Wii) opened up new markets and new business models. After 
acquiring roughly twenty percent of Ubisoft for almost one hundred million dollars, 
Ubisoft CEO Yves Guillemot unambiguously characterized the action as hostile 
(Feldman, Ubisoft CEO). The turbulence caused by a possible hostile takeover came at a 
time when Ubisoft was actively pondering acquisitions of their own and expanding their 
presence in Québec, announcing two hundred positions at a new studio in Québec City 
(Maragos). The reaction in France was fear of a rapidly decaying industry, to the point 
where emergency intervention by the French government was openly discussed 
(Pfanner). Ultimately, while EA was unable to complete the takeover due in part to the 
reluctance of Ubisoft to sell, the wait only worked in Ubisoft's favour. The runaway 
success of Assassins Creed (2007) may have driven up the shares of Ubisoft to a point 
where it was no longer a wise venture for EA, thereby saving the company from a 
takeover bid (Betts, Hille and Hill). EA eventually relented and sold the last of its shares 
in Ubisoft in 2010, offering that “the Ubisoft position has been viewed as a portfolio 
holding, rather than a strategic holding” (qtd. in Reisinger). 
 While the purchase of Red Storm Entertainment in 2000 put Ubisoft (at that time 
named Ubi Soft) in a good position to expand its operation in places such as Montréal, it 
also defined the approach that is central to its success as a big player in game 
development: the acquisition and careful management of intellectual property. Red Storm 
Entertainment happened to be founded by author Tom Clancy, and the rights to his name 
and his fictional portrayals of war would become the cornerstone of Ubisoft's game 
development operations. This close management of IP has occasionally gotten Ubisoft in 
trouble. Assassin's Creed 2, released in November of 2009 was inundated with major 
problems related to the Digital Rights Management (or DRM) software embedded in the 
PC version of the game. The DRM protections meant that users had to maintain an 
uninterrupted Internet connection that constantly authenticates the game (Kuchera). This 
very quickly turned into a gamer backlash, a hacker attack on Ubisoft servers, and a PR 
nightmare for Ubisoft, who had to deal with questions about the effectiveness of their 
anti-piracy strategy. (“Hackers”). Recent setbacks aside, Ubisoft has been relatively 
fortunate in the way it has been affected by the global economic downturn beginning in 
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2008. The company posted losses of $54.02 million and a 17.7 percent drop in annual 
sales for the fiscal year ending March 31st, 2010. It's expected however, that games like 
Tom Clancy's Splinter Cell: Conviction and Assasin's Creed II, both of which were 
developed in Montréal, will more than make up for those losses (Graft, Ubisoft). 
 Like other game developers, Ubisoft carefully observes and modifies the 
development cycle to help mitigate the volatility of the digital game market. This process 
involves the construction of hierarchy based on management principles, with high 
amount of control and consistency in the development cycle that minimizes risk yet 
rewards creativity. Cohendet, Llerena, and Simon characterize the “routinization” of 
creative practices at Ubisoft within the context of the construction and aggregation of 
Ubisoft's identity as a social space and a work space, working to “provide common 
patterns of thinking, feeling and acting, and contribute to shaping the strategies, visions, 
and norms of all the employees” (5). This management strategy also acts as a means of 
capturing and exploiting the knowledge-based practices of specialists in large-scale, 
project-based game development cycles: 
The management of a given game is the result of an actualization process 
– from the idea/concept to the product – accomplished through the 
progressive divergent/convergent integration of pieces developed in the 
specialized modules. If modularization within a given project leads to 
some disaggregation of the traditional form of hierarchical management, it 
remains on a theoretical basis under the control of the hierarchy of the 
firm. (8) 
Given that channeling workers into a regimented system intended to maintain consistency 
in the development cycle benefits from a stable source of human resources, it is no 
surprise that Ubisoft reached out to universities and colleges in Québec. 
CEGEPs and Universities: Playing the Game 
 To discuss the role of educational institutions in the Ubisoft Campus, It is first 
necessary to understand the configuration of post-secondary education in Québec. The 
CEGEP system is unique to the province, offering diploma programs in specific 
disciplines to students graduating from high schools in the province. Diploma programs 
are designed to be terminal (leading directly to the job market) or act as a stepping stone 
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to a university education. The formation of the CEGEP system in 1967 coincided with 
the democratization and mobilization of the student movement, its structure a response to 
demands for accessible education for French and English language education in all 
regions of Québec, with the full cooperation of the established universities. The lack of 
attention to the many grievances of students and faculty at the time, coupled with 
reductions in funding and employment opportunities for youth, resulted in “a crisis of 
expectations being frustrated, of promises not being met”, with sustained criticism 
“...having no effect upon the Ministry in Québec City, which saw a 'production model' 
with boards of directors and students being spoken of as 'clients' and student populations 
as 'clientele' waiting to be served” (Edwards 172). This historical disconnect reveals the 
fault lines of a long struggle over education in Québec. The arrival of new digital media 
industries instigated both a new mobilization and reconfiguration of institutional and 
industrial connections in the province and a re-emergence of familiar tensions. 
 The Ubisoft Campus initiative resulted in formal partnerships negotiated with two 
universities and three CEGEPs in the region, indicating a need for both CEGEP and 
university graduates. The first educational institutions to sign on were the CEGEP de 
Matane, located in a small community on the south shore of the Gaspé Peninsula, and the 
Université de Sherbrooke. While the curriculum and level of education of the diploma 
programs differed—the Université de Sherbrooke's plans included graduate level 
instruction only—both institutions were committed to support education in similar 
aspects of game production, including courses in programming, 3D modeling and 
animation (Pelloille). Under the terms of this collaboration, significant portions of the 
school year were devoted to spending time at the Ubisoft Campus in Montréal, thus 
drawing in students to Montréal to be closer to Ubisoft's studios and the high amount of 
game development in the region. 
 Other institutions soon followed, developing programs to address other 
disciplinary specializations needed by the games industry. The University of Montréal 
joined the campus in 2005, specifically targeting the disciplinary field of game design. 
Dawson College, an English language CEGEP, the joined in 2008 with a similar focus, 
while the CEGEP de Vieux-Montréal designed curricula based around 3D modeling and 
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animation, with this specific focus on video games. Other institutions expressed interest 
in working with Ubisoft during this time as well, although in much different capacities. In 
late 2007, it was announced that McGill University would offer courses in its Schulich 
School of Music in audio design for games with support and expertise supplied by 
Ubisoft (“McGill joins schools”). Although this collaboration was mistakenly 
communicated by Ubisoft and subsequently announced as a full collaboration with the 
Ubisoft Campus in the Montréal Gazette, it is nevertheless spoke to Ubisoft's overall 
educational strategy to seek many forms of interaction with universities and CEGEPs, 
even if these interactions do not include the Ubisoft Campus (Leijdon).  
 Just as Ubisoft is willing to look beyond Montréal for collaborations with 
educational institutions, so too is it looking for opportunities to expand and strengthen its 
international operations. The development of an educational program in Casablanca, 
Morocco in October 2008 closely resembles the setup of the Ubisoft Campus. The 
campus and those working there were placed in close proximity to the preexisting game 
studio in the African city. The announcement of the new campus coincided with plans to 
quadruple the staff from 50 to 200 by 2010 (French, Ubisoft to Expand). The Casablanca 
campus initiative was supported by a institutions in a number of different locales in 
which Ubisoft asserted a presence, including Québec where administrative 
responsibilities fell to the CEGEP de Matane (“Le Cégep de Matane collabore”). 
Furthermore, France's Ecole Nationale du Jeu et des Medias Interactifs (ENJMIN), an 
institution with a long-standing relationship with Ubisoft, along with the Casablanca 
Polytechnic Institute and Laval University were also involved in the setup of the 
Morocco campus and course delivery (“Casablanca Home”). The move represented a 
clear expansion of a previously existing base of operations in northern Africa, a location 
in which there is little competition from other game developers, strategically placed in 
close proximity to European markets. 
 The process of Ubisoft's migration to Montreal confirms a number of trends 
identified by Kerr: the geographical spread of production networks in targeted areas 
across the globe, the importance of localization and support services within a region, and 
the intensification of efforts to access “reskill” labour. Difficulties within networks of 
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game production for Kerr are directly correlated with the flexibility so valourized within 
the industry: “while the digital games industry is becoming increasingly professionalized, 
it is still an industry that is struggling with professionalism, where practices are less 
formalized than in other media sectors and where employment for many workers is 
precarious” (Gamework 226). The decade-long preoccupation with establishing 
formalized practices in the digital games industry through institutional networks in large 
part defines the social, political, and economic fabric in Montreal. However, despite a 
winning strategy that has elevated Montreal's status as a magnet for studios, Ubisoft's 
status in the region is far from certain. In other words, as Dyer Witheford and Sharman 
state, “transnational mobility is a two-edged sword” (197). 
The Cultural Exception 
 In March of 2006, three luminaries of the digital game industry stood on a small 
stage in an ornate golden hall within one of the reception rooms of the France's Ministry 
of Culture, gleaming medals newly fastened to their lapels. The accomplishments of the 
French game designers Michel Ancel (the creative force behind Rayman in 1995 and 
Beyond Good & Evil in 2003) and Frédérick Raynal, creator of Alone in the Dark (1992) 
were certainly worthy of praise. For the third man on the stage, Japan's Shigeru 
Miyamoto, the title of Chevalier dans l'Ordre des Arts et des Lettres was the latest in a 
long list of accolades for the creator of Super Mario Bros. (1985) and The Legend of 
Zelda (1986). Why exactly the three had been invited to Paris to receive such an honour, 
however, was a mystery to many gathered at the event, including the international media. 
What is traditionally a long, multi-step process of vetting seemed rushed and rather 
sudden to those following the event closely (de la Boissière, From Paris). The three game 
designers were guests of Renaud Donnedieu de Vabres, the French Minister of Culture 
who would later deem himself “the Minister of Video Games”. The minister used the 
occasion to extoll the virtues of digital games as meaningful expressions of cultural 
value, on par with art forms enshrined as important cultural institutions in France such as 
music and cinema (Crampton). The suspicious timing of this event would become clearer 
in the months to follow.  
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 This knighting of the three game designers set the stage for what would be a 
significant and strategic policy: the official enshrinement of les jeux vidéo as an art form 
to be preserved and, perhaps more importantly to game developers, a cultural product that 
could potentially be subject to certain beneficial provisions under French law. Precedent 
had already been set for such a policy change, with the release of a Cahiers du Cinema 
special issue in 2002 that heralded the digital game as the “dixieme art”, after cinema, 
television, and bande dessinée (Higuinen, Erwan, and Tesson). As witnessed years later 
in the United States when the National Endowment For The Arts in 2011 modified its 
criteria for federal funding to include digital games for the first time, these efforts to 
elevate the status of digital games as art objects directly correlates with important policy 
Illustration 3: The ceremonial knighting of (from left) Shigeru Miyamoto, Michel 
Ancel, Frédérick Raynal in Paris. Gamekyo. 13 March 2006. Web. 19 October 2011. 
<http://www.gamekyo.com/news14929_shigeru-miyamoto-a-paris.html>.  
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directives that affect the industry. (Protalinski). The initial proposal in late 2006 called 
for a twenty percent tax break intended to support game production in France, up to a 
limit of half a million euros. The French government quickly found themselves defending 
their policy initiative against allegations that it was a contravention of European Union 
competition rules, an unfair application of state aid to an industry in need (Crampton). 
Eventually, opponents in the rest of Europe relented, and the “cultural exception” was 
formalized with minor modifications in early 2007 (de la Boissière, Video Games). 
 Thus began a strange set of conditions where artistic or cultural sensibilities clash 
with principles of profitability and bankable intellectual property in a global game 
market. In this new world, the Ubisoft France flagship title Tom Clancy's Splinter Cell 
(2002) and all its future iterations starring American super-spy Sam Fisher suddenly 
turned into a French cultural export. It was a jarring contrast too obvious for those in the 
media to ignore (Pfanner). As the largest game developer in France, Ubisoft had a large 
role to play in landing this designation and raising the profile of the industry in France, 
although the government had displayed significant interest in the past: 
Whether ruled by a left or right wing administration, France has a special 
interest in all things cultural, and regularly vouches for "the French 
cultural exception" to its European partners. Until recently, however, 
video game activity was not a part of the French cultural aura — even 
though the French studios already had some financial help. In 2003, the 
First Secretary of a prior administration allowed some funding for 
multimedia founding to go to French game studios (de la Boissière, Video 
Games). 
That funding in 2003, representing up to forty percent of the cost of producing a game, 
had significant strings attached, including an approval process overseen by government 
officials to ensure the adequate cultural value of the final product (Hermida).  
 The measures introduced in 2006 feature similar governmental involvement in the 
approval of titles, although the criteria that defines a culturally valuable game is at best 
unclear. Those concerned with the health of the games industry in France question the 
long-term wisdom of the tax break, citing the global nature of games distribution and 
consumption and warning that the limits imposed by the French government impose 
harsh limits on game developers that would run against conventions of globalized 
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production. The overriding trend appears to be clear: “Some of the hottest games going 
are created by nationally amorphous game studios with limbs extending into multiple 
countries and who offer cultural fealty to no one” (Chazan).  
 Within the industry, opinion was decidedly mixed. Although the decision by the 
French government was generally met with criticism by the French union of leisure 
software publishers (S.E.L.L.) who pointed out the lack of cultural content in the most 
profitable digital games, there is evidence that smaller companies within France approved 
(albeit with a sense of impatience) with the slow pace of governmental bureaucracy 
(Peckham). The European Games Developer Federation (EGDF) went to great lengths to 
lobby for the recognition of the cultural impact of games, enlisting a number of its 
member trade associations to deliver a “manifesto” to the European Union (French, Euro 
Devs). The Interactive Software Federation of Europe (ISFE), administrators of Pan-
European Game Information (PEGI) classification system, instead favoured the term 
software. This stance conforms with already established legal, regulatory and trade 
frameworks (De Prato 143).  
 From the perspective of industry analysts, there is a significant difference between 
a commercially viable game and a culturally viable one, and the 2006 tax break proposal 
failed to address more fundamental problems: 
Many of its games studios had become dependent on grants and hand outs, 
mostly from local government but also from national funds. Grants 
totaling hundreds of millions of Euros were being poured into games 
companies, some without commercially viable products. Essentially 
classic French protectionism, some of their studios were being propped up 
artificially while the global market ignored their products. Eventually, 
subsidies always run out, and this led some unviable studios, like Cryo 
and Kalisto, to crash spectacularly (Gibson). 
It is clear that there was a significant amount of enthusiasm and effort on the part of the 
French government to attract and retain game developers and companies of all sizes. 
Accordingly, France has a number of institutions finely attuned to the needs of game 
development companies in the country. Among them, the Ecole Nationale du Jeu et des 
Medias Interactifs (ENJMIN), whose Master's degree in Video Games and Interactive 
Media program have been active since 2003. This degree program began as a 
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collaboration between the Université de La Rochelle, the Université de Poitiers and the 
Centre National de la Bande Dessinée et de l'Image (CNDBI). However, by 2006 the 
damage to the games industry in France had already been done, inhibiting France's ability 
to be a major player in game production globally.  
 Even with the extensive collective efforts of the French government, companies 
chose to downgrade and workers gradually left the country. A study commissioned by the 
European Union found that by January 2007 there were roughly 114 game development 
studios with less than 2500 staff combined remained in the country. Most of these were 
small studios with less than 15 employees. In addition to “under-capitalization and the 
production cycle itself”, smaller developers were especially vulnerable due to 
“unbalanced budgets and deal-flow, dependence on major customers, absence of real 
marketing, uncontrolled growth needs, recruitment issues, project size escalating, 
supplier management (need for outsourcing or syndication), etc.” (De Prato 36-38).  
 Where there was once a substantial presence maintained by Ubisoft, only a few 
smaller studios and a smaller administrative structure remained. The Triple-A production 
had migrated to the greener pastures of Montréal, where there was no pretension of 
cultural expression or artistic value. While the perceived problems with game 
development in France revolved around the inability of legislators to react to the 
migration of skilled labour, Montréal presents new problems for the political and 
institutional networks. Among them, the specific conditions surrounding interactions with 
educational institutions is a lingering issue for the digital games industry at all levels that 
has yet to be rectified. The academic grind in this context of negotiation and contingency 
can perhaps best be illustrated through the bold, flawed and ultimately failed initiative by 
one game developer to both train skilled digital labourers and tightly control the 
conditions around the training process: the Ubisoft Campus.  
 The growth of digital games development in the Québec region hinged on a 
strategic play by the France-based Ubisoft to expand their operations in North America 
beginning in 1997. Montréal (and Québec in general) was an obvious choice due to the 
language factor and the proximity to the American market. The low commercial rent and 
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low corporate tax rates also made Québec and Montréal specifically a favourable 
destination. Events leading to the crafting of an interventionist approach to lure Ubisoft 
into the region, however, demonstrated the capacity of private interests to dictate policy 
measures. Sylvain Vaugeois, a former political strategist and entrepreneur who had 
worked with the Parti Québécois (PQ) government and premier Bernard Landry, came to 
Ubisoft executives in Paris in the late 1990s with the “Plan Mercure”, an offer to award 
Ubisoft $25,000 CDN for every job created in the province for 5 years. Ubisoft's interest 
in the policy met with confusion and embarrassment from the PQ, who had not approved 
the plan proposed by Vaugeois (Dumais). Faced with losing the company to regional 
rivals such as New Brunswick or Boston, Landry collaborated with the federal 
government to secure the $25,000 CDN per worker subsidy promised to Ubisoft. The 
Québec Ministry of Education eventually offered a 10-year package of tax incentives, 
including a 37.5% tax credit for labour costs to lure Ubisoft to Montréal. Tremblay and 
Rousseau depict a new form of governance in the region at this time, based around digital 
media industries that included newly formed industry associations and coalitions and 
multiple levels of government taking a reactive approach to the incentives offered to 
Ubisoft. The deal offered to Ubisoft was later entrenched in the Québec government's tax 
system in order to encourage other companies to move into the region, with the tax credit 
system as “the centerpiece of its support regime” (Chodorowicz). 
 Although multinational companies such as Ubisoft retain offices in other 
countries, Montréal cannot be considered a satellite of other centres. It is a legitimate hub 
of game development activity, from big-budget development projects with production 
timeframes measured in years to numerous pockets of small independent game 
development activity. As of 2007-08, two-thirds of the multimedia production in the 
province was located in Montreal, as opposed to 9% within Québec City (“Production 
multimédia”, 3). The story of the city's recent history suggests that the conditions were 
optimal for the games industry to establish itself. The low cost of living in Montréal 
relative to other major cities in Canada, including regulation of utility costs, rent and 
daycare, lends itself to attracting workers and companies and is often cited as a reason 
that companies migrate to the area (Molina). For those considered residents of the 
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province, tuition rates in Québec are also substantially lower than other provinces within 
Canada, the result of a long cycle of sustained student dissent.  
 The unified political pressure exerted by students in Québec is in many ways the 
crucible in which the current education system was formed. For example, strike actions in 
1968 and 1974 are cited as directly responsible for the creation of the Université du 
Québec à Montréal in 1969 and the formation of organized student groups such as the 
Association des étudiants du Québec (ANEQ), which later became the Coalition large de 
l’association pour une solidarité syndicale étudiante (CLASSE) (Seidman, Québec). A 
historical account of these struggles by Henchley in 1972 alleges that the project of the 
reformation of the Québec education system in the post-Silent Revolution era is 
incomplete, and conflict continues along vectors of language, class, region, and religion. 
At the time, anxieties about the declining funding of education went hand in hand with 
concerns about provincial government approaches to new media technologies: 
What will happen when the government turns its reforming zeal on the 
universities which, despite government 'rationalization' are still cherishing 
their independence and searching for their role in the new society? Will 
the government begin in the seventies to withdraw from the role of Master 
of Reform which it had to assume in the sixties and allow education to 
spin off in a variety of directions? Will the government's excursions into 
television, communications systems, adult education and community 
animation lead to entirely new dimensions in education? (Henchley 116-
117). 
The answer to these questions is articulated through the historical role that digital game 
production played in the burgeoning cultural industries in Québec.  
 The development of Montréal as a centre of digital labour within global networks 
of production hinges on the idea of games as a valued cultural export and a vital cultural 
industry. An analysis of regional political discourses by Boudreau argues that 
globalization in Montreal is a “symbolic resource” from which to introduce and frame 
overarching policy trends. The promotion of endogenous growth—through the 
investment of skilled workers and networks of knowledge transfer—functions as a 
response to global market conditions at the expense of “collective consumption, social 
services, and revenue redistribution” considerations: according to a globalization rhetoric, 
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this focus is required to placate “threats by hypermobile capital to leave one city-region 
for the other” (183). For those engaged in this regional political discourse, the desire for a 
local political autonomy runs up against a business-friendly strategy to respond to the 
challenges of globalization. Boudreau notes that this tension accompanies other 
contemporary political debates, such as the consolidation of jurisdictions on the island of 
Montreal to more easily enable the strict management of social policy and systems of 
taxation redistribution to support the growth of cultural industries. 
 Cirque du Soleil is perhaps the strongest example of the success of the cultural 
industries in Montréal, representing one of the most vital cultural exports coming out of 
the region. It is an anchor of the region based on the merging of older, traditional forms 
of theatre, dance and music with newer forms of media production. Leslie and Rantisi 
argue that Cirque was able to prosper at a key time in Québec's history: the 1980s. This 
was a period when “industrial decline, the rise of a francophone business class and the 
growth of neo-liberal governance regimes combined to force a reinterpretation of the 
world city project”, based on the “construction of spectacle and an expanded symbolic 
economy” (9). This has led to an ideosyncratic policy vis-a-vis the cultural industries 
bound up in both the evolution of Québec identity and bold economic manoeuvrings in a 
global economy.  
 In addition, a sizable amount of film and television production in Montréal has 
existed for many years, beginning with the establishment of the National Film Board 
(NFB) offices in 1955, and an active and robust history of French language media 
production. In terms of digital media production, SoftImage, a 3D modeling and 
animation company founded in 1986 with origins that can be traced back to the NFB, 
remains a crucial presence in the city. Middleware products and other tools produced by 
SoftImage are widely used to model cutting edge 3D graphics in digital game production, 
generating a skilled and experienced workforce and adding stability to the region 
(Bradbury). In 2008, the 3D animation division of the company was sold by Avid 
Technology, Inc. to Autodesk Inc. for $35 million (US), and the move was attributed 
specifically to making Autodesk a bigger player in the video games market (“Autodesk to 
acquire Softimage”). The city remains a centre for numerous forms of multimedia 
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production. A study commissioned by the Québec government in 2010 notes that 
companies classified strictly as video game studios comprises only 8% of the multimedia 
production in Québec, although educational multimedia, serious gaming enterprises and 
various arts-related multimedia projects constitutes an additional 40%. Non-game 
multimedia, interactive communications services and logistical support represent the 
majority of digital media activity in the city. (“Production multimédia”).  
 The growth of the digital media industries in Montréal, however, have not been 
completely free of controversy or risk. In 1998, the Cité du Multimédia (CMM) 
megaproject was introduced to entice high-tech business to relocate to the Montréal 
region. Companies could take advantage of a refundable tax credit of up to forty percent 
of the salaries of production workers, to a limit of fifteen thousand dollars (Munger). The 
10-year plan of subsidizing the costs of labour directly as opposed to companies 
themselves was a new strategy for the provincial Parti Québecois (PQ) government. 
Sylvain Vaugeois was widely credited with the project, which involved taking a large and 
derelict section of the Old Port area of the city that had been slated for redevelopment and 
turning it into a tightly clustered multimedia hub.  
 Opposition to the plan traced the contours of a struggle between the interests of 
the Québec government—eager to prove its ability to take the sting out of high labour 
costs associated with digital media production—and the citizens of Québec, whose high 
taxation rate sustains the government policy in place. An editorial in the Globe and Mail 
hints at a breaking point in the future where high income taxation itself becomes a 
impediment to the flow of digital media industries into the region: “The more money is 
doled out to corporations, the harder it will be to cut taxes for everyone. Expect to see the 
Québec government continue to throw more and more money at companies that might 
otherwise be happy to locate here if their employees could pay something close to 
average North American taxes” (“Tax Cuts”). 
 To finance and develop the new district, the influential real estate developers, 
institutional fund managers, public sector unions and labour-sponsored funds were 
enlisted. These included, respectively, the Societe de Developpement de Montreal, Caisse 
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de Depot et Placement du Québec, the SITQ Immobilier, the Québec Federation of 
Labour and the SOLIM investment fund of the Fonds de solidarité FTQ (Lamey). The 
potentially lucrative venture, coordinated by a consortium of private and public 
organizations, ensured that the shift in focus to multimedia production would include 
most of the major players in the city's construction industry. Criticized for building a 
high-rent industrial zone dependent on heavy subsidies, the plan to deliver an industrial 
sector to the city turned into a plan to deliver tenants to developers. 
 From the beginning, the sheer scope of the Cité du Multimédia project promised 
to alter the cityscape, changing a 19th century industrial area into a 21st century high-tech 
hub, to such an extent that the street names in the historically significant area were almost 
dropped in favour of “high-tech monikers” (Gyulai). By April of 2009, 36 businesses in 
game development, software development, animation, web development, 
telecommunication, and e-commerce had set up shop in the multimedia quarter, 
employing an estimated 5165 workers. In a little over a year, 80 businesses were 
employing over 8000 workers (Ravensbergen, MacGregor). However, the CMM largely 
failed to retain the larger businesses such as IBM, the CGI Group and Motorola that it 
had hoped to attract (Munger). Timing was a critical element to the establishment of the 
CMM, which coincided with the collapsing of the dot-com bubble in North America. 
Ubisoft's decision to remain in the borough of Mile End highlighted the unsavoury truth 
that despite early successes—in part due to the terms of establishing a high-tech district 
in Old Montréal—the policy never found the full support of the industry it was designed 
to attract: “The PQ raised the wrath of members of Montréal real-estate community and 
some high-tech entrepreneurs when it forced companies to relocate to designated sites to 
receive tax assistance” (“Tax Credit Targeted at Boosting E-business”). The decision by 
the Liberal government under Jean Charest to phase out the tax incentive program for the 
district in 2003 was met with little argument, in part because it did not mean the end of 
the policy of subsidizing worker salaries in the province. To maintain the growth of 
multinationals like Ubisoft, the focus shifted to the supply of Québec's skilled workers. 
 As in other regions of Canada, there exists a strong network of businesses who 
work to lobby government and present a unified perspective regarding ongoing issues 
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within the digital games industry. With roughly 150 members, Alliance Numerique 
represents the vast majority of game developers in the province, with another group, 
Techno Competences, providing research and reports regarding the business of digital 
media production. The combined output of these industry advocacy groups addresses 
topics such as the wages of different types of skilled workers in the games industry, 
patterns of consumption and macro trends of consumer practices with digital media, the 
development of new technologies and their impact in the industry and the effect of larger 
economic trends, such as the global economic downturn beginning in 2008. In addition, 
surveys of game developers in the region highlight the difficulty of hiring skilled workers 
in Québec. For example, a survey of game studios by TechnoCompétences in 2011 points 
to a deficiency of workers with 2-7 years of experience within the industry, a problem 
that can most easily be addressed by hiring more entry-level workers. However, the 
tenuous balance of supply and demand perceived by those within industry is upset with 
the expansion of existing studios and the entry of new game developers into the region 
(TechnoCompétences, Stratégies). Alliance Numerique has an active role in the growth 
of the games industry in Québec by facilitating “inward investment”, a policy strategy 
used to lure businesses into a region. The reeling in of big companies continues to be a 
metric of the success of inward investment and of the strength of the digital media 
industries in Québec. If this metric becomes a determining factor in policy formation, 
there is a possibility that the needs of smaller companies or independent developers may 
be neglected: “My sense is the government doesn't pay attention to the small scale. To 
them, they want to get EA to set up shop... I don't think anyone is thinking about the little 
startups and that whole process. You need to be thinking about indigenous growth, the 
grassroots, and implementing incentives that enable companies to start up” (Della Rocca, 
Interview). 
 Given these perceived hurdles, Montréal remains a dynamic environment for 
game development with a wide range of activities at different levels, with different goals 
and for different reasons. Associations such as the Independent Game developers 
Association (IGDA) and the Mount Royal Games Society, for example, facilitate 
connections between game developers at all levels. This is one area that educational 
institutions in Québec are for the most part capable and willing to address: “At the 
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moment, it's a bit difficult to get into the industry, but a lot of kids don't want to go work 
for these companies. They want to start their own companies, they just need a way to do 
that” (Bell). The decision by the Québec in 2005 to support the Ubisoft Campus 
represents a movement in a completely opposite direction. 
Expansion and the Ubisoft Campus 
 The rapid expansion of Ubisoft's Montréal studios by 1000 workers in 2005 was 
accompanied my a massive contribution by the provincial government. For the first three 
years, 6.3 million dollars were offered in the form of financial assistance while another 
11 million of future funding was promised from other governmental agencies. Included in 
the funding given to Ubisoft was a $5.3million investment in a "specialized training 
centre for interactive entertainment." This was to become known as the Ubisoft Campus 
(Nutt). This coordinated initiative would test the special status of Ubisoft as the lynchpin 
of a stable and viable hub of game development. 
 With broad support by the Québec government and substantial investment of time 
and resources by Ubisoft, the Ubisoft Campus was opened in 2005 with a stated ten-year 
mandate of “opening the gates of knowledge to a maximum number of young people who 
are interested in pursuing a career in the booming video game industry for their careers.” 
(“Ubisoft Makes”). The Ubisoft Campus represents a vital opportunity and strategic 
advantage for Ubisoft: to acquire and carefully manage a specialized pool of labour. As 
major competitors such as Electronic Arts, Eidos, Activision and THQ expand into 
Montréal, control over this labour pool becomes crucial. Ubisoft utilized its educational 
initiatives and institutional connections to build a network of education, training and 
game development, with Montréal serving as a critical node linking to other parts of 
Québec. 
 Yannis Mallat, head of Ubisoft Montréal, acknowledges that there exists some 
expectation that part of being subsidized by the Québec government means that the bulk 
of hires have to come from within the province. “Montréal was in no way the hub we 
know it as now. It was struggling with unemployment for young professionals — over 
twenty per cent were not able to find jobs. As part of our mandate with the Québec 
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government we were expected to hire locally, so had to rely on hires that were passionate 
about games but not experienced.” (qtd. in Kumar, GameON) Because Montréal has for 
decades been a center for French-language media production in the Western hemisphere, 
many workers are willing and able to make the transition to new media industries. 
Language is one factor that enables Ubisoft to rely on this approach, although this may be 
less of a factor once other game developers solidify their presence in regions such as 
Québec.   
The Université de Montréal 
 The push to build new collaborations and new programs cannot be completely 
attributed to the digital games industry, but also to the universities and CEGEPs involved 
in the collaboration, who saw a clear chance to harness both industry and governmental 
support, financial and otherwise, support that could just as easily have been diverted to 
other French and English educational institutions in the province. Perhaps not 
surprisingly, the opportunity to be involved with the Ubisoft Campus was taken with little 
reservation by administrators at The Université de Montréal. This enthusiasm was 
apparent to Ubisoft staff who were brought in to contribute to the new game design 
program, including Louis Martin Guay, a game designer, creative director and trainer for 
a nine years at Ubisoft Montréal: “They didn't want to drop the ball. They really wanted 
to grab that chance to make an expertise at [Master's level] studies. It was made too 
quick, but it's because of economic pressure, and they didn't want to lose momentum” 
(Guay).  
 The diplôme d’études supérieures spécialisées (DÉSS) in video game design is a 
one-year program with an intake of roughly fifteen to eighteen students per year, housed 
in the main campus of the Université de Montréal. Those who graduate are by-and-large 
destined to work for game developers in Montréal – the program's website attests that 
roughly three quarters of the graduates of the program find employment at game 
development companies, either in Montréal or internationally. (“DÉSS”) Prospective 
students are required to have undergraduate degrees in related fields such as design, 
architecture, computer science, engineering, and communication. 
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 With a new intake of instructors from Ubisoft, it became apparent that the goals 
of the program needed to be refined and re-established after the first year. “We tried to 
make a new course structure based on the traditional meaning of industrial design, 
architecture and game studies, but with an understanding of what games are and what a 
designer must learn before playing games” (Guay). After a re-evaluation of the program, 
there were a some faculty and course instructors that left the program, and were 
eventually replaced by instructors recruited from industry. The result is what Guay 
describes as a productive balance in the department between technical and practical 
knowledge versus more theoretical knowledge, a combination that speaks to the mandate 
of the program itself: 
The mix of the two sides, both views, are very rich and very helpful for 
their future in the industry, because they [students] are not in university to 
be a technician, we know that. But they are not in this program to become 
academics. So we try to form a real balance between the two. The student, 
after their diploma, can choose what they want to do in life in relation to 
game design (Guay). 
This balance—between a terminal degree and a degree that easily allows for further 
graduate studies—is a real challenge for a program that, due to budgeting restraints and 
the low number of students in each cohort, can afford only a single program stream with 
few electives. 
 The centerpiece of the program is an industry-linked project where students 
prepare playable prototypes of games, and present their efforts at the end of the school 
year. These prototypes are then submitted to a panel of experts at Ubisoft, who then 
select a winner based on pre-set criteria. The winning submission receives two thousand 
dollars from Ubisoft, a figure representing a sizable portion of the tuition fees for the 
entire program. While the majority of these projects are used for portfolio purposes, 
Ubisoft may opt to bring the designer in to research and produce a more polished version 
of the winning entry. This support by Ubisoft, while valuable to the Université de 
Montréal as a scholarship, a means to promote the program and as a direct connection to 
the games industry, also allows Ubisoft the chance to evaluate the work of students 
before they enter the job market. Elements of the program such as this contributed 
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directly to an unjust perception of the students in the program as Ubisoft property. While 
this scenario could benefit Ubisoft, it can potentially be detrimental for the game design 
students, curtailing their employment prospects upon graduation: 
Others in the video game industry felt put aside of this project. There was 
a lot of frustration from this point of view. They ostracized the people 
from Campus Ubisoft. They [students] were seen as an Ubisoft product, as 
an Ubisoft worker, or Ubisoft thinker... I think it was harder for them to be 
employed by companies other than Ubisoft. The fact that the campus was 
called 'Campus Ubisoft' created a big problem for the visibility of the 
students in their approach to other companies. But Ubisoft did good work 
by trying to offer more jobs that were possible to offer at this time to all 
students that were in a process to finish a diploma. (Guay) 
Guay describes two primary issues with expansion of the DESS program. Hiring new 
faculty is a difficult hurdle because of budgeting concerns that are specific to the 
Université de Montréal. Additionally, Guay cites a general responsibility of the university 
as an institution to ensure that the program is not training more game designers than the 
job market can provide:  
We kept our ratio of students very low. We could put on the market 
students of high quality value, and a rarity of knowledge... There's no 
place in Montréal or Québec for more than fifteen game designers per 
year. They are not programmers – they form about ten percent of the entire 
crew of game production. So fifteen to eighteen is the limit. Our students, 
when they came out [into the job market] at the peak of the crisis, they 
found jobs in little companies. (Guay) 
Nevertheless, collaboration with Ubisoft is expanding at the Université de Montréal, 
entrenching funding from industry and further intertwining the fates of university and 
industry.  
 The newest initiative announced in early 2011 is a new Natural Sciences and 
Engineering Research Council of Canada (NSERC) research chair in adaptive artificial 
intelligence (AI) at the Polytechnic, which includes a contribution of two hundred 
thousand dollars per year by Ubisoft (Berkow, Ubisoft). The coinciding press release by 
the university touts “the sharing of knowledge, experience and tools between academics 
and technologists, in order to stimulate creativity and innovation with the purpose of 
increasing the productivity of production teams” (“Montréal's New Research Chair”). 
152 
 
However, it is clear that the context of this sharing will be pretty narrowly defined, 
further cementing Ubisoft's competitive advantage. NSERC President Dr. Suzanne 
Fortier echoes this sentiment when defining the plans for the research chair: “The second 
term of the Chair is focused on applying advancements in this area to develop leading-
edge technology for the video game industry. This research program will help us 
maintain our technological edge in the multi-billion dollar gaming industry, which holds 
a particularly large place in Canada's economy, thanks in part to Ubisoft Montréal” (qtd. 
in “Montréal's New Research Chair”). Funding from private sources continues to flow 
into the Université de Montréal, creating space for research that intensifies knowledge 
and technology transfer activities. However difficulties arise when these mandates 
conflict with the interests of those that supply the university with the majority of its stable 
funding source. Whether the issue is feeding the need for skilled labour in the digital 
games industry or facilitating research programs, students have much to gain and lose 
with the success or failure of university/industry collaborations. 
Dawson College 
 The late entry of Dawson College into the Ubisoft Campus collaborative network 
represented a real forward momentum for the initiative by expanding into English-
language programs in the province. Dawson College is one of the English-language 
CEGEPs in Montréal and the largest in Québec, offering diplomas in a wide range of 
disciplines primarily to students entering the world of post-secondary education for the 
first time. Attestation d’études collégiales (AEC's), short yet highly time intensive 
diploma programs offered at CEGEPs in Québec that do not include a general education 
requirement, were established through the Continuing Education department. Starting in 
November of 2007 Dawson College inaugurated an AEC program in Video Game Level 
Design. This program was intended to add to but not compete with the programs from 
other CEGEPs that were already available at Ubisoft Campus. In 2009, additional AEC 
programs in 3D Animation for Video Games and 3D Modeling for Video Games were 
initiated, signaling a willingness to work with an industry partner and to intensify and 
integrate the specialized programs offered. 
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 Québec's Ministry of Education had a significant role to play in the formation of 
the programs. Like the Université de Montréal, faculty members with different 
specializations are brought in from Ubisoft to teach different components of Dawson's 
diploma programs. As a CEGEP program, the students that enrolled in the collaborative 
diploma programs with the Ubisoft Campus were of a different academic background 
than students at the U de M. Like the game design program at the Université de Montréal, 
interviewees suggest that a small percentage of students were coming directly from, or 
had recently been laid off from Ubisoft and wanted to explore another facet of game 
production, in this case game design. However, a program by Emploi Québec heavily 
influenced the quality and quantity of students entering into the AEC programs. 
Prospective students who qualified for unemployment benefits were able to apply to an 
adult education funding program, where tuition would be waived (“Video Game Level 
Design”). This policy not only impacted the quality of students within each cohort, but 
also the prospects for employment upon graduation.  
 Shawn Bell, the curriculum developer and coordinator of the video game and 
interactive media programs at Dawson, points to this condition as a reason for Dawson's 
initial reluctance to join the Ubisoft Campus: 
There's a big split between who can get into the class. There were fifteen 
spots, and we were lucky to get fifty applicants. But at the information 
sessions, there were fifty or sixty people at each one. There was a lot of 
people that wanted to get in but couldn't because they weren't unemployed. 
So that was a problem in terms of the quality of the output coming out of 
the program. It was very mixed – there were some people that were great 
and could get jobs for sure, but then there would be people who were not 
ready for the job market who had been out of work for a long time. (Bell) 
This mix within cohorts presented a challenge to educators and to the program 
administrators tasked with providing course content that would address the needs of all 
students. One answer was to include courses and sessions that spoke to issues of 
professionalism and other basic professional development activities. The time spent on 
these program offering was generally viewed upon by administrators as taking away from 
training in what they deemed as basic technical skills (Bell).  
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 The diploma programs offered at Dawson College reveal an underlying tension 
between the constantly shifting demands of game developers who work with bleeding 
edge hardware and software, and the fundamental principles of game design that are 
much slower to change. “The industry is changing so quickly, and technology is 
evolving. The types of jobs people do in the industry is changing very quickly so you 
need to have that kind of targeted, adaptive training happening. But there are a lot of 
underlying principles to design that haven't changed” (Bell). The 3D Animation for 
Video Games and 3D Modeling for Video Games diploma programs subsequently added 
by Dawson College focused on specific skillsets and job positions within the games 
industry, favouring larger developers such as Ubisoft who routinely form large teams of 
specialized workers to work on one project. 
 Once their programs were underway, Dawson established a close relationship 
with two French-language CEGEPs—the Cégep de Matane and Cégep du Vieux-
Montréal—to more closely synchronize and fine-tune the programs offered, as well as 
coordinate long-term plans for their respective program offerings. One advantage of this 
close relationship was the opportunity to combine all students and areas of expertise at a 
designated time of the school year to participate in a large, integrated final project 
(Dawson College 2008, 7). For a period lasting the final four months of the respective 
programs, game design students at Dawson received a high-concept from graduate 
students at the Université de Montréal, and worked on specific design elements. The 
relatively short time frame suggests that students were exposed to the same work cycles 
that can be found within any games development studio.  
 This emphasis on “real world” conditions unfortunately impacted the work 
produced by students and limited the extent to which they could use projects to build a 
satisfactory portfolio for entry into the job market. “What tended to happen for a lot of 
these projects was that they were too big. Nothing was ever finished. They were playable 
but not polished” (Bell, Interview). For students, the end product of their hard work in the 
diploma programs at Dawson is a byproduct of intentional exposure to “a demanding and 
sometimes stressful work situation” (“Video Game Level Design”). In other words, the 
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valourization of exposing students to what is considered normal work flow patterns 
within the games industry eclipses other aspects of the curricula. 
Ubisoft Campus: Game Over 
 Under considerable pressure exerted on Québec universities and CEGEPs to take 
advantage of resources that are so heavily invested in by the Québec government, the 
partnerships that accompanied the development of the Ubisoft Campus needed to be 
perceived as successful in order to justify further funding and expansion. By some 
metrics, graduating students appeared to find success. Throughout five years of the 
collaboration, Ubisoft claimed an 85% placement rate of Ubisoft Campus graduates, a 
figure that correlates to the demand for workers industry-wide (Samet). However, given 
considerable efforts on the part of Ubisoft and their direction and branding of the campus, 
the studio was allowed to exploit a distinct advantage in the way they offered input in the 
design of curriculum components and deployed their own staff to contribute as faculty. 
This fundamental aspect of the Ubisoft Campus made it an unstable configuration of 
university/industry partnership in the long term, especially when factoring in the interests 
and influence of other developers in the region. 
 From very early on, the growing tensions around the Ubisoft Campus found their 
way into the arena of public relations. Yannis Mallat and Director of External 
Communications and Public Affairs Cedric Orvoine attempt in 2006 to publicly assuage 
claims that Ubisoft enjoyed exclusive access to the skilled labour generated from the 
partner programs. 
Despite the branding of Campus Ubisoft, Mallat affirmed that the students 
are free to pursue their own futures after graduation; “It’s a university and 
college campus, so they’re following training there, but they’re not Ubisoft 
employees at all. Of course, we’re hoping that they’ll join Ubisoft. After 
the program is finished it’s up to us and other videogames companies to 
show up and propose, as we do at other universities in Canada.” Orvoine 
added, “When the first group graduated back in last spring, 2006, all the 
companies in Québec basically hired a few people. EA hired people from 
the campus, A2M did, Activision did. So it’s an open market. I think they 
had over 92% of them in a job within the first two months (Kumar, French 
Connection). 
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Relying on a rhetorical position that emphasized Ubisoft's lack of influence and the good 
reputation of educational institutions, Ubisoft sought to promote the mobility of 
graduating students in a wide and diverse employment landscape.  
 However, when ascertaining the mobility of students based on the specific skills 
gained through degree and diploma programs at the Ubisoft Campus, their options 
become much more limited. At Dawson College, involvement with the Ubisoft Campus 
soon revealed a much broader issue with the structure of the collaboration that impacted 
decisions made at the curricula level: 
That was part of the political problem. Ubisoft was sponsored by the 
Québec government, they were getting all the benefits, they were getting 
all the students coming out of it... The training was really for Ubisoft-style 
games. Not smaller games, not mobile games, no MMOs, no RPGs, it's all 
First Person [shooters]. That's why the engine we were using was Half-
Life 2. (Bell) 
The attempt by Ubisoft to create adaptable workers in the games industry was narrowly 
focused on an idiosyncratic form of adaptability within the mode of Triple-A production 
so favoured by larger game developers. Five years into the program, shifts in the business 
of digital game production meant that industry partners were prepared to walk away from 
supporting the initiative. In reaction to the closure, an interview with Electronic Arts 
(EA) CEO Alain Tascan in the French language media emphasized that an evolution of 
content on next-generation platforms such as cell phones and tablet computers requires 
different levels of expertise, something that the Ubisoft Campus was not in a position to 
provide (Lalonde, Fermeture). 
 While it is the case that any new program inevitably presents initial challenges to 
be ironed out, some issues at the Ubisoft Campus were not as easy to rectify. Basic 
language issues contributed to a lack of cohesion between the English-speaking and 
French-speaking institutions. Further complicating matters, some instructors could only 
speak English exclusively, making faculty involvement difficult for projects that involved 
collaborations between institutions (Bell). Other issues pertained to the different regions 
in Québec represented by educational institutions, and their own specific needs. In a 2008 
information bulletin for the Fédération des enseignantes et enseignants de CEGEP (FEC-
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CSQ), faculty at the CEGEP de Matane expressed concerns about their involvement with 
the Ubisoft Campus. Acknowledging the controversial nature of the initiative at the onset, 
the bulletin alleges that graduates of the program were not able to find employment at 
very high rates. At the same time, the program did little to improve the economic 
development of the Matane region which lies outside of Montréal, and contributed to a 
drain of skilled labour to urban areas. Combined with a perceived lack of vision and little 
consultation within the CEGEP and the surrounding community, frustration with the 
program was apparent (Forget).  
 One year before the collaboration was ended, the DESS in Game Design at the 
Université de Montréal decided to move its students to their own campus while still 
participating in the program. The Université de Sherbrooke transitioned the following 
year, shifting its game development program to new facilities at its Longueuil satellite 
Campus as of Fall 2010 (Masse). Although Guay credits his years at Ubisoft and good 
working relations with Ubisoft Campus administrators for transitioning his program 
successfully and smoothly, the lead up to the official announcement was tinged with a 
degree of uncertainly. 
After the first years of Campus Ubisoft, and all the critiques, all the 
frustration, about the other partners in the industry that saw Ubisoft as a 
shark, they [Ubisoft] were disillusioned about the future of the campus, 
and said rapidly that there would only be five years of this. In that five 
years, they tried to reconcile parts [of the program] with EA, with Eidos 
[et cetera] and it didn't work. So at the fourth year, they proposed a new 
way of thinking. At the table was all the colleges and universities that took 
part in the Ubisoft Campus. Ubisoft said that it would be better for the 
schools to take the campus. (Guay) 
 André Gobeil, the Director of the Cégep de Matane, called for the partner 
institutions to take over the campus and its programs in an effort to centralize education 
in multiple aspects of game development, while still seeking out collaboration with 
industry (Samet). However, after a year of discussion amongst the consortium of 
universities and CEGEPs, and ongoing talks with the Québec government, it became 
apparent that little progress was being made and the campus initiative was abandoned. 
All parties involved had a hand in the demise of the Ubisoft Campus. The approach taken 
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by Ubisoft, while advantageous, did not prove sustainable in the long run. As early as 
January 2008, the Québec ministère de l'Éducation, du Loisir et du Sport (MELS), along 
with the ministère du Développement économique, de l'Innovation et de l'Exportation 
(MDEIE) and the ministère de l'Emploi et de la Solidarité sociale (MESS) had been 
working on a successor to the Ubisoft campus (Lalonde, Fermeture). However, the 
provincial government was not able to step in with a concrete plan, handing the 
responsibility to industry and the partner institutions.  
 With no viable campus or technological infrastructure in place, plans for a 
replacement program failed to materialize. For institutions such as Dawson College, the 
turbulence caused by the closing of the Ubisoft campus left students in a certain amount 
of limbo, with much of the facility and technological infrastructure diminished or gone 
completely, and a sudden loss of much-needed human resources: “I think we're looking at 
revising the program, there's some work to be done to make it better, but it's coming to an 
end, and I don't know if these people [faculty] are going to be sticking around if it's really 
starting from scratch. Trying to get a good team together again, the right curriculum... it's 
not a good thing” (Bell). 
 The success or failure of the Ubisoft Campus as a mode of collaboration has far-
reaching implications for an industry defined by an increasingly global reach. Montréal 
has become a location for workers from predominantly French-speaking countries around 
the world to go to receive training in game development. At the same time, the campus 
and its curriculum has served as a template for other educational sites across the globe, 
and a hub of networked global activity in terms of worker training. The Ubisoft Campus 
in Casablanca, an initiative connected to and administered by the CEGEP de Matane, also 
dissolved after only a year and a half of operation. The students remaining in the program 
were offered three-month internships at Ubisoft's Casablanca studio. ("Ubisoft quitte le 
Maroc”). Interestingly, the sudden closure of the Morocco campus was blamed on the 
ongoing global economic downturn, and not the deteriorating situation in Québec 
“Ubisoft ferme son campus marocain”). Regardless of the reasons, the closure of Ubisoft 
Campus Casablanca was a setback for those industry and government leaders interested 
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in supporting Morocco's development as a regional hotspot of game development 
activity.  
 The closure of the Ubisoft Campus does not immediately threaten Montréal's 
standing as a major centre of game development, although those in the industry are quick 
to point out the need for a new form of educational program. With the influx of larger 
studios such as Funcom, THQ and Warner Bros. Interactive, demand for certain skilled 
labour will only increase. Criticizing the Ubisoft Campus program as too fast and too 
oriented around general education, Eidos Montréal general manager Stéphane D'Astous 
proposed concentrating efforts on longer university programs, but also notes that the 
rewards to industry will only be felt many years down the road (Lalonde, La Venue). For 
the larger studios in the region with sizable and aggressive game development cycles, the 
balance of short-term labour needs and long-term stability will be difficult to attain. 
 After it was clear that the Ubisoft Campus collaboration would not be sustainable 
and that no other comparable knowledge or technology transfer initiative was 
immediately apparent, a vacuum was created. However, with no apparent next step, and 
with the experience of the Ubisoft Campus behind them, the partner universities and 
CEGEPs were more or less ready and willing to seek out new opportunities in this area. 
The Ubisoft Campus offered a modicum of desirable financial and logistical flexibility to 
educational institutions that could more easily walk away from partnerships (and the 
campus itself) without having to deal with faculty issues or heavy investment in 
technological infrastructure. The downside to this set of conditions however was that 
there was no infrastructure remaining upon which a similar, centralized program could be 
re-established. The configuration of the Ubisoft Campus—its programs, strategic location 
and its strong branding as an Ubisoft initiative—reflected the priorities and strategies of 
contemporary educational institutions as well as the complex ecosystem in which they 
operate. Its eventual dissolution lays bare the capacities of other nodes within an active 
network of interaction between public and private. Other institutional frameworks in 
Montréal—specifically the long-standing universities with a distinctive institutional 
history and an arm's length rapport with the games industry—are well-positioned to seize 
the moment.  
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Conversations and Capture: Hexagram & TAG 
 Designed as a hub of research in the area of digital media, Concordia University's 
Hexagram Institute is an inter-departmental and inter-university program that often runs 
against normal university departmental organizational practices. One of its main 
preoccupations seems to be forging connections with other institutions, and in fact started 
this way as a joint venture between Concordia University and The Université de Québec 
a Montréal (UQAM). The connections made with other educational institutions (such as 
the Université de Montréal and McGill University) and industries are crucial moments 
where boundaries and expectations are carefully negotiated. This process has a 
pronounced importance in a time when interaction with industry is hyped and intensified 
in the field of digital media production. In the Montréal context, the Hexagram Institute is 
viewed as complimenting other investments that strengthen the cultural industries in the 
city such as the Cité du Multimedia, as well as traversing language boundaries within 
institutions and disciplines (Sweet). 
 Lynn Hughes, one of the co-founders of the institute, describes this approach as 
an intervention of sorts: “I see an institute like Hexagram as radically parasitic on the 
formal institutions. You've got the way departments work, the way courses work, the way 
formal education is done, the way people receive their education in departments...” 
(Hughes). Hexagram seems to thrive on a certain amount of structurelessness. It is an 
institute with only a tangential connection to existing programs currently offered at 
Concordia University. While students from many programs interact with Hexagram, the 
majority of graduate student/researchers come from Concordia's Special Individualized 
Programs (SIP) and Interdisciplinary Humanities PhD Program. There is no graduate 
program, and students and faculty interact through Hexagram and its associated research 
groups through their own programs.  
 The institute is itself composed of a number of research labs headed up by 
university professors that seek out funding from an array of different sources, including 
funding agencies at the provincial and federal level, arts funding agencies and 
foundations. Artists and researchers at the institute occupy a role that places them in 
closer proximity to the conditions surrounding the application of the content produced, 
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including profit possible from innovation. The result is a constant negotiation of goals 
that comes with receiving funding through different sources.  
 For example, funding criteria through Hexagram itself gauges the “transferability” 
of proposed research, though “enhancement” activities that validate research projects are 
more broadly defined: “Research is enhanced when its results are presented outside of the 
workshop or laboratory, when they are commercialized, once the research is introduced 
and shared with the community, when it becomes the basis of subsequent research or 
when the research is modified for commercialization” (“Hexagram Funding 
Competition”). Hughes notes that although the structure of Hexagram may be 
unorthodox, the projects under its aegis correspond to those that can be found in any Fine 
Arts program. “Overall really the projects were good new media arts/design projects. 
They didn't have industrial partners, they had no guarantee of industrial transfer, there 
were usually long-term research/arts/design projects, not something that was going to in 
two years become something that you could sell or patent” (Hughes). 
 According to Hughes, Concordia and UQAM were asked by the Parti Québecois 
government in 2000 to give art schools funding mechanisms that encouraged research in 
the area of new media and technology. Faculty at the two institutions across all 
departments were invited to participate. Initial grant proposals to fund the administrative 
and infrastructure costs of the institute were sent to the Canadian Foundation for 
Innovation (CFI) and the Valorisation-Recherche Québec (VRQ). Backed by the Québec 
government and given their ongoing commitment to supporting the growth of cultural 
industries in the province, the grant was approved. The Parti Québecois government 
under Bernard Landry would be instrumental in supplying the Hexagram Institute with 
seven million dollars of initial funding to build the program.  
 The initial CFI grant that funded the infrastructure of the Hexagram Institute was 
a remarkable development, as the foundation had up to that date had only delivered 
grants to initiatives in the hard sciences. Funding criteria is heavily weighted toward the 
commercialization of research devoted to “...creating the necessary conditions for 
sustainable, long-term economic growth, including the creation of spin-off ventures and 
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the commercialization of discoveries, and supporting improvements to society, quality of 
life, health, the environment, and public policy” (CFI). The network of government 
funding has since shifted, but the enthusiasm for Hexagram has remained relatively 
stable. The Ministère du Développement économique, de l’Innovation et de l’Exportation 
(MDEIE) now supports Hexagram under its Development and Transfer Assistance 
Program, in conjunction with the Fonds de recherche sur la société et la culture (FQRSC) 
program (“Support for Media Arts and Technologies”).  
 Interest and participation from the other cultural industries in the region were 
essential to Hexagram's longevity. The initial board, chaired by Cirque du Soleil 
president Daniel Lamarre, with Daniel Langlois of Softimage taking the role of 
honourary president, brought the major cultural industries into the fold (“Research 
institute will develop”). In 2005, Cirque du Soleil, Clear Channel Entertainment, Gillett 
Entertainment Group and the Daniel Langlois Foundation came together to pool over two 
hundred thousand dollars each into the Fund for Research and Creation in Media Arts and 
Technologies in the Universities (FRCATM) in a partnership with Hexagram.  
 At the start of the Charest Liberal government in 2003, there was a sense of 
confusion with the external board regarding Hexagram and its mandate. In an effort to 
delineate Hexagram from funding mandates that were exclusively interested in narrowly 
defined knowledge and technology transfer projects, Le Consortium en innovation 
numérique du Québec (CINQ) was created in 2009. CINQ is dedicated to individual 
funding for tech transfer research projects almost exclusively. The distinction between 
Hexagram and CINQ remains muddled, evidenced by the Hexagram website which 
attempts to delineate the former from the latter. This confusion can be in part attributed to 
Hexagram's reluctance to define its broad mandate. 
 Above all, content was the main focus of the winning proposal to the CFI, and not 
a clear definition of Hexagram's role within the university. The relationship with 
industry, while welcomed by many researchers within the institute, is also not clearly 
defined.  
163 
 
In a way we don't really need the industry so much any more. But there is 
that desire to connect to the industry... What I'm interested in is any 
situation that promotes conversation across some interesting gap. Games 
for me initially was a way to have a conversation with the games industry, 
to do something that was a proposition. It didn't have to work and become 
a game that was sold, but it had to become a game that was discussed and 
was meant to be relevant somehow to the games industry (Hughes). 
This is an institutional configuration that provides optimum conditions for the 
development of digital games and technological transfer, while closely managing the 
terms of interaction with industry networks for research based on new media content to 
be developed in a university lab setting. Researchers within the institute have noted a 
distinct culture of research that spans everything from art installations to 3D software 
development to open-source therapeutic tools (Coates, Patriquin). In contrast with the 
Ubisoft Campus program, Hexagram's success is based on a consistent negotiation 
through established flows of university funding, appealing to the province's long history 
as a supporter of cultural industry programs. As long as funding channels—to individual 
research labs and to the Hexagram institute itself—continue to flow at a favourable rate, 
Hexagram will continue to carve out a niche for itself in Montréal's digital media 
ecosystem. 
 At the nexus of artistic endeavour, ICT research/development and commerce, the 
Hexagram Institute illuminates the high stakes involved when research in the arts 
encounters private sector and corporate logics. How can this risk be mitigated by 
educational institutions? Jean-Paul Fourmentraux's detailed analysis of Hexagram's 
organizational structure points to the radical restructuring of relations that allows room 
for a number of different research agendas. This process began with a rigid organizational 
setup defined strictly by the profitability of research, that eventually gave way to a 
decentralized structure that is more “democratic” and consultative”: 
The challenge also involves going beyond the ‘cultural conflict’ typical of 
previous models of ‘art-science-technology’ convergences, between 
people (computer technicians, managers, artists, entrepreneurs) whose 
qualifications, credentials and aims were a priori conceived as opposite, 
by inventing new systems of production logic which encourage a plurality 
of challenges of (artistic) creation, (technological) invention, and 
(economic) innovation (Fourmentraux 147). 
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This scenario sees the development of digital media such as video games moving closer 
to modes of artistic production, and in doing so brings issues regarding games as a 
legitimized form of artistic expression to the forefront. For the moment, there appears to 
be space in the Montréal region for the work done at Hexagram, and recognition of it as a 
valid source of cultural production. 
 This new articulation of research within a university setting needs to be 
understood within ongoing discussions about the role of capital in the university. The 
relationship between art, industry and science exemplified by research at the Hexagram 
Institute introduces new imperatives and tensions for researchers, dramatically altering 
disciplines in the arts:  
The origin and the recognition of this activity of ‘artistic research’ is the 
result of a long and serious struggle articulated in the integration of the 
arts in the university setting, at the end of the 1960s. In Montréal, a decade 
after the United States and following the closing of the principal school of 
art studies, this disciplinary hybrid that is the ‘creation-research’ in the 
university setting was slowly legitimized and instituted. Today it finds 
itself placed at the centre of strategic courses of study in more and more 
university institutions (Fourmentraux 142). 
As educational institutions become more interested in and more dependent on the 
profitability of research in the open market, the development and retainment of 
proprietary technologies and other intellectual property, the conditions are set for the 
intensified involvement of industry in academic programs. The extent to which this 
occurs in practice has real ramifications for students and the skills they learn. 
 Research groups under the aegis of Hexagram are branching out to new forms of 
knowledge and technology transfer, although with a limited involvement by game 
developers and other digital media industries. Within the Technoculture, Art, and Games 
(TAG) group, one new initiative seeks to utilize institutional networks while targeting a 
demographic chronically unrepresented in digital media policy: the “independent” game 
developer. Developed in conjunction with the nearby Dawson College, a game incubator 
at Concordia in Summer 2011 is concerned with supporting the honing of skills that 
could allow students to start their own business or produce games independently. Bart 
Simon, director of TAG, implies that the Summer program situates itself in direct 
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contrast to the Ubisoft Campus and the top-down logics of triple-A game development. 
“Not only do we want to be involved in making more 'different' and 'innovative' games 
but we also very much want to think about models for how university and college based 
research/creation and training might make a difference in terms of sustainable community 
and career-based (rather than job-based) game and game related digital media 
development” (Simon). This approach corresponds with a stated willingness in TAG to 
“bridge the gap between traditional projects usually undertaken by researchers in 
humanities and social sciences, who try to understand players and interpret games, and 
modern research, which deals with creating new types of games. (Tacet 15). 
 
 It could be claimed that with the demise of the Ubisoft Campus, a vacuum was 
created that Concordia's TAG group was ready to respond to. However, this claim fails to 
Illustration 4: Students playtest "Propinquity", a game project at Concordia 
University's Technoculture, Art and Games (TAG) lab.  “Propinquity Playtest 
August 2012” Flickr. Yahoo!, 22 August 2012. Web. 28 September 2012.  
<https://secure.flickr.com/photos/taglab/8116502123/in/photostream> 
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capture the pragmatic approach taken to address labour needs in the Montréal region. 
Organizers within TAG and Dawson College decided to build a program by first taking 
into account a holistic sense of game development activity in Montréal, as well as the 
precarity of this work. Given the political and economic influence of the larger 
developers in the region, this effort by TAG and Dawson College has the potential to 
redefine the role of post-secondary education as it pertains to game development in a 
promising way. However, the industry's reaction to the discontinuation of Ubisoft 
Campus may signal a reluctance to develop a relationship with post-Secondary 
educational institutions in the long-term. 
The Numbers Game: Centre Numerique 
 One proposal carried forward by a consortium of post-secondary educational 
institutions called for the creation of an Ecole Nationale that would be devoted to 
different aspects of digital game development and ancillary aspects of the business. 
However, interviewees suggest that this idea did not have the support of Alliance 
Numérique. The alternative plan, presented by the industry advocacy group in September 
of 2010, is a drastic departure from the Ubisoft Campus in terms of the networks utilized 
and institutions involved. Instead of a centralized location where industry relies on long-
term partnerships with universities and CEGEPs, The Centre Numérique is designed for 
those already employed and have a certain level of experience within the games industry 
(Reyntjens). Master classes and professional workshops would be offered in a just-in-
time program of internal training, where costs are shared by those game developers who 
wish to send their employees. Importantly the Centre Numérique does not include the 
development of university and CEGEP degree/diploma programs, and takes focus away 
from workers with basic skills just entering the games industry. 
 The proposal calls for the Québec government to cover the full cost of the 
operating budget to the tune of roughly one million dollars. Industry would contribute 
expertise and promote the initiative, which will be administered by Alliance Numérique 
(Brousseau-Pouliot, Jeux Vidéo). Alliance Numérique and its members have considerable 
connections within the games industry globally and has experience in bringing big names 
to the region in its annual Montréal International Game Summit (MIGS). The figure is 
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not an insignificant amount, and represents a commitment by government to the 
stewardship of Alliance Numérique in addressing the demand for skilled labour. In this 
way, it is a venture that carries with it some risk. All parties involved are certainly aware 
that the grant money could be easily directed to initiatives within educational institutions. 
As an industry advocate, Alliance Numérique is not mandated to work with the existing 
educational institutions in Québec. While the industry advocacy group claims that the 
activities of the Centre Numérique will be complementary to existing programs within 
Québec's educational institutions, there is no attempt to forge new, long-term partnerships 
with universities and CEGEPs to replace the loss of the Ubisoft Campus (“Le Centre 
Numérique”). 
 The response of educational institutions such as the Centre national d'animation et 
de design (Centre NAD), the Université de Montréal and the Université de Sherbrooke is 
decidedly tinged with caution. While they concede that the Alliance Numerique will be a 
way for developers to express their specific needs for skilled labour, the long and 
constantly changing list of demands may be more than educational institutions can 
handle. CEO of Centre NAD Suzanne Guèvremont sent a letter to the Québec 
government upon hearing news of Alliance Numérique's plans, claiming that it was 
overstepping its boundaries as an industry advocate organization, and had little to no 
business developing and delivering training to workers (Brousseau-Pouliot, 
Remplacement). Additionally, Louis-Martin Guay of the Université de Montréal warns of 
a pervasive “groupthink” that could be created by conforming to industry dictates 
(Lalonde, Centre Numérique). The public reaction by the Charest Liberal government 
was unambiguously and uncharacteristically noncommittal about the idea, suggesting that 
the provincial government needs to re-evaluate its role in the generation of skilled labour. 
(Brousseau-Pouliot, “Remplacement”). 
 Ubisoft, after being so active in implementing and running the Ubisoft Campus, 
has to date been conspicuously passive in the Centre Numerique initiative. While the 
largest game developer in Québec remains a member of Alliance Numerique, other mid-
sized companies in the region appear to be behind the push for an educational program 
under their administration. This scenario appears poised to balance the interests of the 
168 
 
member companies, unlike the Ubisoft Campus, but nevertheless represents a struggle for 
the direction of education related to digital media industries. Amid a diverse network of 
often conflicting interests and commitments, and in the wake of the Ubisoft Campus, the 
outcome of this struggle is not clear.  
Conclusion: Computer Space 
 Video game development requires a large set of disciplinary specializations. 
Those who design games, game programmers, writers, artists, audio engineers and testers 
are components of a much larger network of professionals who conceptualize, develop, 
manage and market games to consumers. In the field of organizational behaviour this has 
been characterized as “communities of specialists” who combine expertise in a wide 
range of fields to foster and harness creativity. “The need to fine-tune the level of 
integration in such an industry is high: too strong an integration could lead to a 
permanent reduction in diversity and creativity; too loose an integration could lead to 
divergence, chaos, and inefficiency” (Cohendet and Simon 588). 
 To facilitate this creativity in a fast paced and competitive climate of aggressive 
production cycles requires a balance of flexibility and control. This includes the 
occurrence of “creative slack”, described by Cohendet and Simon as a practice that 
allows for the space for creativity outside the boundaries of managerial dictates and 
imminent production deadlines. In this way, it is said to have an “ambivalent 
characteristic” in relation to the competitive advantage of the company (Cohendet and 
Simon 600). However, the opportunities within this context of production are countered 
with perpetual short-term contracts, non-compete clauses and non-disclosure agreements, 
and practices within the industry that contribute to a significant stratum of heightened 
precarious labour. 
 The set of logics implicated in attaining this balance of flexibility and control 
extends far beyond the organizational structure and conditions of the workplace to the 
localized intra-institutional networks that feed a pool of skilled labour and make a robust 
games industry possible. The flaw that proved fatal to the Ubisoft Campus was its 
fundamental inability to address the needs of the game developer community in Montréal 
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in the long term. The direct administration of the Ubisoft Campus - its curriculum, its 
faculty and its technological infrastructure – constitutes an attempt to monopolize the 
post-secondary education process in a number of key disciplinary fields to support an 
idiosyncratic mode of triple-A game production. This fact was not lost on the students 
within these programs, who found themselves learning skills specific to the needs of 
Ubisoft that could foreclose other opportunities. Additionally, interviews with 
administrators connected to the Ubisoft Campus reveal that it is possible that students 
were unfairly branded as Ubisoft property before they could even enter into the job 
market. 
 After the eventual demise of the Ubisoft Campus, the fate of affected programs 
within some institutions is unclear, while some appear relatively unaffected and even 
well-situated to fill the vacuum that has been left behind. Educational institutions in the 
Montréal region continue to benefit from what could be described as an intra-institutional 
slack, built up on the successes and continued vitality of cultural institutions in the 
region. The region still supports a space where specialized programs can be distributed to 
different institutions, who can expend effort to fine-tune program offerings in accordance 
with the available technological or human resources, or in line with future institutional 
development plans. However, the new industry support of the Centre Numerique 
represents a potentially seismic shift in provincial government policy and industry 
interactions with traditional post-secondary institutions going forward. This renegotiation 
of the role of post-secondary education vis-a-vis the digital game industry is a direct 
result of the failure of Ubisoft to maintain support in Québec's game developer 
community in for an educational program designed to create a competitive advantage, in 
what amounts to an exploitation of a monopoly position to the creation of a state 
subsidized program that benefited few. The remarkable part of the story is that unlike 
Vancouver's narrative of wax and wane dictated to a large degree by intra-regional and 
global economic valences, the rise and fall of the Ubisoft Campus transpired in a period 
of growth for the Montreal game development scene. The tension between the apparent 
blanket benefits of an anchor firm and the competitive impulse to achieve marketplace 
dominance exposes the degree of competitiveness for workers in the region, reveals the 
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limits of government largesse, and destabilizes the entire project of building a 
foundational cultural industry. 
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6. Game Development 3.0: Reformatting Policy, 
Education and Labour in Southern Ontario 
 The Canada 3.0 Conference was convened in Stratford, Ontario in June of 2009 
with the intention of defining and refining a national strategy for digital media production 
and consumption. At first blush, the community of Stratford seems an odd choice as the 
site to chart Canada's digital future. The small city's name is derived from Old English, 
and denotes the intersection of a Roman road (or street) with the ford of a river. Just as 
roads and river crossings enabled transformation within societies centuries ago, Stratford 
has been compelled to transform and reinvent itself multiple times in its nearly two 
hundred year history. Kevin Tuer, Managing Director of the Canadian Digital Media 
Network, describes a small community based around the railway that would eventually 
became a regional center for manufacturing beginning in the mid 19th century. Faced with 
massive unemployment due to the closure of the Canadian National Railway line, the city 
decided to throw its support behind a local theatre festival in 1952. The Stratford 
Shakespeare Festival now defines the city and guides its social and economic future 
(Tuer).  
 Once again, Stratford is poised to fabricate a new identity. The centrality of 
digital forms of production in the city makes for an odd symmetry: the popular appeal 
and interactive element of Shakespearean theatre in Jacobean England finds its modern 
heir in the a digital culture of attractions. However, while the authorities in Shakespeare's 
time initially banned popular theatre performances inside city walls, local governments in 
the digital age seek any opportunity available to bring game companies and other forms 
of digital media production into the fold. Stratford's digital turn is in part thanks to the 
special and significant role played by the arts in the city, but it is also a byproduct of 
being located in what is often branded as Ontario's Innovation Corridor, a region running 
from Ottawa to Windsor and as far North as Sudbury. Stratford's newly built university 
campus, a satellite of the University of Waterloo, was built specifically to bring students, 
researchers and industry together in new ways that facilitate commercialization of 
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research in what is termed an “aggregator model” (“Research & Commercialization”). 
The University of Waterloo's Stratford Campus is itself a direct result of the influx of 
new private funding streams and the interest in all forms of digital media production and 
consumption. The Open Text corporation kickstarted private sector support for the 
program in 2008 with a $10 million donation (“Cheering a future”).  
 In its first three years, the Canada 3.0 Conference brought together an assortment 
of different policy themes together that directly impact digital games and all other forms 
of digital media: targeted tax breaks to digital media industries, privacy issues online, 
copyright and compensation for owners of IP, the role of institutions such as universities 
regarding economic development in a digital age, and the role of the digital 
communication technologies in Canadian life, most notably commerce and democracy. 
Series of themed panel discussions were well-attended by federal government 
representatives, entrepreneurs, university and college administrators, and representatives 
from large, multinational companies with operations within Canada. 
 Although rumblings of dissatisfaction due to a lack of actionable items were 
reported in the media, three years of the annual gathering have generated some 
provocative directives (Beitz). The central statement generated by the Canada 3.0 
steering committee in the 2010 meeting was termed “The Stratford Declaration”, a four-
point plan that set general goals for future usage, proprietorship and regulation of digital 
media in Canada: 
• every Canadian should be connected  
• all Canadian content should be online  
• the ownership model of content should be fair and transparent and 
respect copyright 
• common activities in society should be just as easy in digital as 
they are in analog. (qtd. in Shypula) 
Following the Stratford Declaration, a search for “...a visionary project to capture the 
public imagination for what is a dry policy topic” yielded the evocative idea of the 
“moonshot” (Church, Digital Nation). The goal put forth at Canada 3.0 that anyone in 
Canada will be able to do anything online by Canada's 150th birthday in the year 2017 
would require substantial resources and determination along with an unparalleled amount 
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of collaboration between institutions in Canadian society, a fact duly acknowledged by 
policy leaders (Wahbe). Citing competition from other regions of the world, those 
involved with the Canada 3.0 conference see the growth and refinement of educational 
mandates as key strategies in moving digital media industries to the forefront of the 
national economy: “Traditional sectors in the Canadian economy have been suffering and 
unemployment rates growing as we face new economic realities. We need to seize the 
opportunity to transform the basis of our prosperity” (Jenkins, Tuer, and Wilson). 
 Like the original moonshot this is an ideologically laden struggle for territory, 
unfolding in a competitive global marketplace and within public discourses regarding the 
role of government and institutions in society. The narratives of freedom implicit in the 
“moonshot” elide the struggle for balance between fairness and deference to copyright 
legislation and the distinctions between citizen, worker and consumer in a digital age. As 
policy weaves through discourses that impact the production and usage of digital games 
and other related media, there remains a persistent re-aligning to the needs of capital. 
 The Canadian Digital Media Network prepared a report that summarized findings 
from the 2011 meeting and updated ongoing initiatives from previous years. The report 
calls for “increased collaborative research funding and commercialization support” while 
pointing out policy challenges specific to new media regarding regulation and the role of 
finance capital: 
• Aligning colleges and universities with the new realities of the digital 
media industry. 
• Recognizing the crucial role of social sciences and humanities in a 
culture of speed. 
• Canadian public policy on digital media needs to be formed by cutting 
edge research. 
• Determining how to meet the challenge of bridging academia and 
industry in regards to gaming (Canadian Digital Media Network 5). 
If the digital strategy put forth by those involved in Canada 3.0 is to work for all 
Canadians, the Toronto/Southern Ontario corridor will be one of the key places where 
that strategy will be tested.  
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 For the purposes of this regional study, it is an fascinating moment in time for 
Ontario's burgeoning digital game industries. The decline in the manufacturing sector has 
been countered with the support and growth of the digital games industry as an 
economically significant form of digital media. As a region allegedly poised to undergo a 
transformation, the Southern Ontario context of game development is an ideal site to 
weigh a new and complex policy framework against ongoing efforts of post-secondary 
education to collaborate with the digital games industry. The context of game 
development in Ontario—situated at the intersection of national strategy and regional 
game development grounded in communities, university programs and digital labourers 
in Ontario—finds advantages and obstacles in an economy deeply impacted by federal 
policy initiatives and more recent changes in provincial policy. 
 Unlike competing regions within Canada such as Vancouver or Montreal there is 
no firmly established, long-standing game-sector “anchor tenant” involved in the 
formation of degree programs at universities and colleges. However, there still exists an 
inclination on the part of post-secondary institutions to adjust in order to accommodate 
the perceived or relayed needs of the industry, or perhaps more importantly, to attract 
companies into and within the province. Another difference between Ontario's game 
development activity and that of Vancouver or Montreal is that the Southern Ontario 
region contains dispersed pockets of activity that are not necessarily connected directly.  
 The differing institutional and industrial histories within three regions of Ontario 
present a useful set of contrasts. First, the Kitchener/Waterloo/Stratford region is 
witnessing a rapid high-tech transformation, centered around large multinationals and 
networked entrepreneurial activity within the region and internationally. As universities 
in the area press the advantage of winning support from major high-tech industry, the 
rapid expansion of program offerings and networked activity acts as an ideal testing 
ground for ideas about clusters of of innovation and creativity. The nearby London region 
is a good example of sustained efforts to establish a stable game development ecosystem, 
far away enough from other locales to concentrate on its own activity. The requirements 
of and pressures on post-secondary programs within the region to adapt to the needs of a 
small but diversified nest of game development activity reflect a desire for long-term, 
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productive interactions. Industry activity within a region guides not only the program 
offerings within the Computer Science department, but the legitimacy of digital games as 
a means of securing government investment. Meanwhile, “indie” game developers in 
Toronto forge spaces outside of educational institutions that act as the front lines of 
capture by capital. The entry of Ubisoft into the region raises the prospect of new career 
paths, new configurations of university-based initiatives and a reassessment of 
educational priorities. The project of cultivating talent and supporting game development 
at a smaller scale in Ontario necessarily involves a strategic maneuvering within the 
interstices of games, education and commerce. Lastly, the Graphics, Animation and New 
Media Canada Network of Centres of Excellence (abbreviated as GRAND NCE) is a 
newer national initiative intended to coordinate research on a national level. 
Multidisciplinary projects assembling and aligning the efforts of senior researchers and 
graduate students in eleven universities in Ontario intensify industry/academia 
collaborations in a research environment that encourages new linkeages with industry, 
government and nonprofits. Opportunities for the digital games industry to access and 
help direct valuable research and skilled labour within universities—and opportunities for 
critical analysis of and within the research network—depend on the internal structure of 
the network and its ability to play to the expectations of government. 
 This survey of game industry journalism, interviews, policy documents and 
research from disciplines such as urban studies, political economy, and social science 
research on creativity and innovation suggests that the organizational structures of 
educational institutions, and the networks they access and enable, define the activity of 
both deeply embedded industry/academia networks and nascent interactions. This chapter 
presents a way to test the efficacy of the so-called “triple helix” under a market-driven 
paradigm, but also expose its effects on labour training and the preparation of game 
industry subjectivities (Etzkowitz). If there is an intermediary role to play for post-
secondary education, providing the conditions for students and knowledge to flow into 
local concentrations of game development, what is de-emphasized or effaced? With the 
acceleration of neoliberal capital and a concerted investment in U/I interactions, the 
rationality that positions digital games as driver of a provincial economy elevates the 
importance of economics and markets, while at the same time minimizing spaces for 
176 
 
critique. The colonization of regional spaces by a broader neoliberal restructuring—the 
structure of the university, its networks, its rhetoric of institutional interaction—results in 
the volatility of institutions and spaces where digital game labour is captured by capital. 
A reformatted policy ecosystem in Ontario, coupled with the history of dispersed industry 
activity in the province, acts as a critical lens though which a distinct type of 
university/industry collaboration can be placed in focus.  
Ontario Policy: “Old” Versus “New” Economies 
 High-tech industry now assumes a special prominence in the Ontario 
government’s economic policy platform in the light of the decline of the province’s 
manufacturing sector. The palpable optimism surrounding digital game development in 
Ontario stems from a combination of active policy interventions, a promising industrial 
base and a large amount of qualified labour in urban areas. The policy discourses that 
feed this optimism find purchase in administrative and bureaucratic networks. They are a 
way of organizing and deploying the verbiage describing a transformation of institutions 
and societies that reinforce a distinctly bureaucratic realignment and consolidation of 
power. The pervasiveness of words such as “innovation”, “growth”, “excellence”, 
“hotbed”, and “cutting edge” often elide the social, political and economic vectors that 
constitute everyday life. As Dehli notes in her study of policy formation and the 
movement toward a “knowledge-based economy” in Bob Rae's Ontario New Democratic 
Party (NDP) in 1990: “Such documents are not windows into the realities or facts they 
describe; they are rather key constituents of the social relations which structure and 
organize those realities as factual” (87). 
 The influence of over twenty years of policy at the provincial level in Ontario laid 
the groundwork for digital games to be readily accepted as both a promising industrial 
sector and viable solution to widespread economic turbulence. The through-line of 
decades of governance by the three major political parties in the province is the adoption 
of neoliberalism as a strategic approach to labour and education and as a guiding metric 
of Ontario's economic performance in relation to Canada and internationally. In this 
discursive environment, trade liberalization such as the Free Trade Agreements struck 
between Canada and the United States in 1989 and again in 1994 with the North 
177 
 
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) are no longer instances of a shift of power to 
market forces—thereby inhibiting market intervention by government—but rather 
opportunities to engage more fully with and accelerate an economic restructuring.  
 To cite one example, Wolfe and Gertler downplay the effect of trade liberalization 
when discussing the Ontario recession of the early 1990s, instead pointing to a 
combination of federal government interventions resulting in higher interest rates and a 
higher Canadian dollar and reverberations of a stalled economy in the United States 
(579). The disavowal of what they frame as a strong manufacturing sector (“old”) in 
favour of an informational (“new”) economy necessitates a greater policy response to the 
transformation within localized pockets of industrial activity to align and compete with 
centres of digital media production worldwide. Wolfe and Gertler contend that such a 
profound transition of Ontario institutions and industry necessitates envisioning the 
province as a “learning region”, where investments in the educational infrastructure result 
in the accumulation of valuable, localized talent. This policy direction hinges on the 
contribution of “the usual R&D infrastructure” such as “universities, technical colleges, 
public and private labs”, “industry-specific service centres for technology transfer and 
market analysis”, and “'background institutions' such as 'capital market institutions' and 
“labour market and industrial relations institutions” (Wolfe and Gertler 578). Dehli finds 
the same neoliberal principles—commitment to free trade, monetarism, and a ceding of 
government control of key institutions—in the policy agenda of the NDP in the early 
1990s, framed against a backdrop of crisis:  
From the outset we are invited to share a sense of crisis and urgency, but 
also an optimism that there are solutions. The crisis can be managed. The 
writers acknowledge the negative effects of restructuring, but argue that 
although some may attempt to resist change - for example, workers who 
'cling' to the only jobs they can get, no matter how low paid - they are not 
deserving of government support. Rather, government policies should aim 
to shift production from low to high-wage employment. (91) 
The recession politics of the early 1990s gave way to the “Common Sense Revolution” of 
the Mike Harris Conservative government. Although it was cloaked in populism and a 
stern desire for smaller government, Harris continued an “interventionist” neoliberal 
agenda, one that underfunded educational institutions in Ontario and openly sought to 
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undermine organized labour and social programs (Keil 588). The election of Dalton 
McGuinty's Liberal Party in 2003—seen initially as a reaction to the deep cuts of the 
Mike Harris government—“quietly consolidated and extended the earlier core of Harris's 
project”, despite the presence of a progressive campaign platform with regard to 
education, healthcare and environmental issues (Fanelli and Thomas 149). Such measures 
failed to rescue manufacturing jobs. Job loss statistics in the manufacturing sector from 
2004 to 2008 indicate that Ontario was the hardest hit of all provinces. Between one in 
five manufacturing jobs were lost, many of these in Ontario's long-suffering auto parts 
and motor vehicle production sector. Regional analysis shows that urban areas were 
affected the most amidst an overall decline in demand for products and the offshoring of 
manufacturing to locations in Southeast Asia (Bernard).  
 At the same time, policy momentum generated about the transformation of post-
secondary education in the province under the McGuinty Liberals promised to both 
modernize and internationalize the university and college system in Ontario. One of the 
most important policy bellwethers of this period was a report entitled “Ontario: A Leader 
in Learning”, submitted by former Premier Bob Rae. “The Rae Review”, as it came to be 
known, embraces universities and colleges as crucial nodes of local economies, 
recommending funding criteria and oversight that includes closely monitored 
performance metrics. The question of funding directly implicates narratives of 
privatization and underfunding of post-Secondary education so common in neoliberal 
policy. University revenue from tuition is depicted as inadequate in relation to the costs 
of education, thereby justifying targeted allocation of funding for education. It is no 
surprise that this funding concern is accompanied with a reinforcement of the importance 
of guaranteed student loans, thereby normalizing the accruement of high student debt. 
 Privileging the formation of university/industry partnerships, coordinated by 
provincial and federal governments, the Rae Review employed the language of finance 
capital to describe the government's role in attaining “better jobs” and “the transfer of 
pure knowledge to applied solutions over time”: 
Our stewardship over this investment [education] is lacking. We should be 
investing more. But we also need to know much more about the levels and 
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types of investments that will give us the best returns. We need to identify 
measurable outcomes to validate our expectations of return on the 
investment over time. By establishing clear goals, involving institutions, 
students, government and other stakeholders in a planning process, and 
monitoring progress, we can confidently increase the investment to 
appropriate levels (Rae 97). 
Reaction to the report by Barrett and Doughty describes “a corporate document that goes 
one step beyond the familiar human capital model of individual achievement in an open 
market” that systematically generates a worldview where “[e]ducation is training and an 
element in human capital development.” Magnussen's analysis of Ontario's education 
policies—particularly in relation to organizations such as the World Trade Organization 
(WTO) and international agreements such as the General Agreement on Trade and 
Services (GATS)—outlines how Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) 
are positioned to act as a platform to enact neoliberal reforms to education under the Rae 
and Mcguinty governments. Under the auspices of the abstract concept of the 
“knowledge society”, the stimulation and networking of knowledge is beneficial only 
when it suits the needs of capital. In a knowledge society, educational institutions exist 
“to nurture local providers who can compete against foreign competitors and to develop 
these service providers into export earners” (Magnussen 127). The adoption and 
integration of ICTs into pedagogical and administrative practices—held up as catalysts of 
educational reform in Ontario—is a means of increasing networked activity between 
education and industry. One important distinction made by Magnussen is that the 
widespread education reform proposed and enacted by provincial governments in Ontario 
is not focused on “allowing private providers to deliver public services” in a process of 
“exogenous privatization”: Instead, the trend is “endogenous privatization”, defined as 
“reforming public sector delivery to cultivate market characteristics, thereby mimicking 
the private sector” (126).  
 The advent of a global economic downturn in 2007 only opens up new 
opportunities to neglect the funding of education, to transfer the burden of funding to 
revenues generated from public/private partnerships or through higher user fees for 
university programs, or to openly challenge collective bargaining rights (Fanelli and 
Meades, Howlett, Teachers). A discussion paper by the Ontario Ministry of Training, 
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Colleges and Universities in 2012 exemplifies a politics of austerity, one that acts as a 
prelude to discussions about university budgets, tuition levels and research goals in a time 
when government funding has not matched growing costs of education in universities. 
This rhetoric is a careful manipulation of independent and dependent variables about 
what conditions (of the mutability thereof) are external to debates about the quality of 
education in the province. To address a perceived budgetary crisis and an imbalance in 
funding, the government paper proposes increases in “innovation” in Ontario: 
This innovation-based approach is in direct contrast to an efficiency-based 
approach – looking through an efficiency lens, one might state 'class sizes 
could be increased to create savings,” whereas looking through an 
innovation and productivity lens, one would ask 'can we create savings 
while maintaining class sizes and improving learning outcomes by moving 
some learning modules online?' (“Strengthening Ontario's Centres” 9). 
 In an effort to further link industrial sector transformation with a transformation 
inside educational institutions, the recommendations call for “flexible degree structures” 
that increase the amount of online education initiatives and “labour-market focused three-
year degrees” with “experiential learning opportunities” (15). Policy directions such as 
this test the limits of “entrepreneurial education”, where networking with industry 
becomes an essential component of programs, and a way to dictate priorities in funding 
(12). Faced with a deficit of roughly $15.3 billion in 2011-12, a spectre of austerity 
policy forms the backdrop to the rapid expansion of the digital games industry in Ontario 
and substantial increases in industry subsidies (“Ontario 2012”). 
 The opening of a new Ubisoft Studio in Toronto marks the first entry of a large 
development studio in the region. Comparatively, industry reports indicate that Ontario 
has more small and medium-sized companies than any other province, but only 8% of 
large companies compared to the rest of the country (Secor 9). Ontario's push to become 
a hotbed of game development is credited with overtaking the United Kingdom and 
making Canada the third largest centre in the world for digital game development 
(“Ontario Leads Charge”). Industry anticipates a 21 percent growth in Ontario's digital 
game industry in 2011, adding to the roughly 2600 employees and $238 million spent in 
the province. (Secor 11). In concert with federal government policy strategy, the province 
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has seen the growth of a community of game developers that encompasses a wide range 
of development goals, project scales and labour requirements. However, the official 
position of leaders within government and the digital games industry may be 
incompatible with the new realities of the global economic system and Ontario's own 
economic standing within Canada as a serious competitor for reputable studios. The 
policy targeted at the digital game industry in Ontario—assisting digital games 
developers to produce media for a global market—is one component of a wider strategy 
of media funding that consistently demonstrates incongruities with the media industry it 
wishes to reinforce and expand. 
Anchoring an Industry: Ubisoft Toronto and the 
Incentivized Policy Landscape in Ontario 
 While indie game community in Ontario—centered around the Toronto area—is 
promoted as a success story and its creative output a panacea for a highly risk averse 
industry, there remains a perceived need for an “anchor tenant” in the province: “As 
Ontario’s companies begin to grow in size, it is likely that a dominant cluster will 
emerge. This will also be the case if an anchor tenant is brought to the province. As 
particular hubs grow in size, they will attract secondary value chain members, incubate 
new businesses, and attract international attention” (“Ontario 2012” 37). The government 
in Ontario, sensing regional momentum in the digital games industry, quickly upped the 
ante. In July of 2009, a $263 million grant was given to Ubisoft to open a studio in 
Toronto that would eventually house eight hundred workers over ten years. This decision 
by Ubisoft came after numerous meetings with Premier Dalton McGuinty and Economic 
Development Minister Sandra Pupatello in Montreal and in France (Ebner). Ubisoft 
committed $500 million to the expansion of their operations in Canada, which was 
trumpeted as an “anchor investment” by McGuinty (Ferguson). Dedicated to triple-A 
game development, Ubisoft has had little issue garnering interest from prospective 
employees in Toronto, receiving over 2000 resumes for new positions (Kumar, Ubisoft).  
 To further entice Ubisoft and other large game developers, Ontario also 
introduced a $1.15 billion Next Generation of Jobs Fund geared toward high-tech 
industry, “green” projects, the financial services sector and other strategic investments 
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deemed important to the future of the province. Modeled after a $500 million CDN 
funding strategy for Ontario's stagnating auto industry, the five-year fund targets “high 
impact, large scale projects” (Government of Ontario, “Ontario's Next Generation of Jobs 
Fund”). One criteria designates that eligible projects must “include investments or 
expansions that meet the project thresholds of $25 million or create/retain 100 high value 
jobs within five years”, ensuring the involvement of only the larger game studios. 
(Communitech, “Ontario's Next Generation of Jobs Fund”). These gestures by 
McGuinty's government, made with the policies of other provinces in mind, are overt 
acknowledgments that there exists a willingness to support a new industry that can drive 
the provincial economy.  
 At the core of this new push is a new and aggressive tax policy in Ontario 
designed to create the right conditions for game development to thrive. The main 
instrument of governmental support for the digital game industry is the Ontario 
Interactive Media Tax Credit (OIDMTC), administered by the Ontario Media 
Development Corporation (OMDC). Available to Canadian or foreign-owned companies, 
the OIDMTC refunds 35 to 40 percent of labour expenditures and eligible marketing and 
distribution expenses incurred in the province during production (Hickling Arthurs Low). 
Enacted in 2009, the tax credit is a ten percent increase from the previous incentive 
program, and also features a 100 percent claim amount for salaries and wages of “arm’s-
length contractors”. To qualify for the incentive, $1 million must be spent on labour over 
36-month timeframe in the province (Jenkins, Ontario Boosts, Arellano). In an effort to 
strike some sort of balance in the Ontario government's policy, there still remains a small 
incentive for companies to cultivate their own IP. A further adjustment in Ontario's 
incentive policy increased the Ontario Interactive Digital Media Tax Credit to 40 percent 
for developers that work on, market and distribute their own IP, in a move specifically 
designed to support smaller businesses starting out in Ontario (“Ontario puts on its 'game' 
face”).  
 To determine the ideal conditions for a successful digital media ecosystem in the 
province, the Ontario Liberal government looked to academia for guidance, specifically 
the work of Richard Florida and his theses regarding “creative cities” and the “creative 
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class”. Pointing to the gradual siphoning of manufacturing jobs from North America to 
international locales with lower labour costs, Florida, Mellander, and Stolarick envision 
concentrated clusters of high-tech industry taking the place of traditional manufacturing. 
In Ontario's case, the “3 T's” (Technology, Talent and Tolerance) in a given location are 
determined using metrics based on weighted models of incomes, local occupational and 
industrial breakdowns, region specific demographics, and data on universities. The model 
used in this analysis privileges quantified skill and productivity measures of occupations 
in the place of the dormant potential of education; wages and income directly correlate to 
productivity; human capital is defined as essentially mobile and flexible, thereby 
diminishing the capacity of post-Secondary institutions to factor strongly in the 
sedimentation of skilled high-tech workers in a region; and cultural activity operates as 
both an indicator and a product of the regional economic maturation of industries 
associated with the “creative class” ( Florida, Mellander, and Stolarick 10-12). Regarding 
the role of universities in supporting the development and retention of “human capital” in 
a region, Florida et al position post-secondary education as a key to economic growth, but 
only inasmuch as it can increase knowledge transfer flows: “The university can play a 
more efficient role in relation to the university. The innovative ideas from universities 
need to be commercialized in order to create economic value.” (60). 
 One fundamental critique of this research—and perhaps one reason that it finds 
purchase in discussions regarding the cultivation of high-tech industry—is that it is 
designed to deliver research that supports the long-term plans of policy makers. This is a 
discourse largely devoid of the nuances that capture the power dynamics involved in the 
formation of policy itself, the role of education in the process of class composition, and 
the stresses endemic to flexible labour, to say nothing of the vicissitudes of class struggle. 
De Peuter describes the mobilization of creativity within this line of research as 
“neoliberal idiom”, and as a function of “a set of ideas and policies privileging the 
capture of collective creativity as intellectual property, the value-adding power of 
symbolic production, an entrepreneurial approach to city governance, the promotion of 
innovation, and the microenterprise” (Creative Economy 418). Adding to this, Shearmur's 
(2006) investigation of the empirical basis of the “creative cities” thesis—in addition to 
noting the “very elitist language” used in the analysis of regional industrial growth in 
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Canada—calls into question the strategy of creating the right conditions for the “creative 
class”, noting that in all likelihood, “...the attractive effect of growth on ‘talent’ is 
considerably stronger than the effect that ‘talent’ has upon growth.” (45) 
 Ontario's policy has drawn ire from other global competitors such as the UK, 
where claims of "an uneven playing field” follows the loss of hundreds of jobs and the 
demotion of the UK to the fifth largest game development region worldwide (Hyman). 
The policy change in Ontario has even forced other provinces to consider augment the 
incentives currently offered (Kiladze). The reaction by Schmalz to this new tax credit 
arrangement reflects a wider sentiment that a historical disconnect exists between 
government and game companies involved in policy discussions: 
In 2003 there was a tax credit [the Ontario Interactive Media Tax Credit] 
which they basically copied from the film tax credit. It had some 
interesting provisions in it. You had to own the intellectual property of 
your own game to be eligible for this tax credit, which in the video game 
industry almost never happens. So you had this tax credit which for 4 or 5 
years was virtually impossible to collect on (Schmalz). 
In this case, the legacy of targeted tax incentives in place, designed for other media such 
as film and television, continues to cloud policy discussions. There are other challenges 
as well. While the digital games industry has for years looked to Ontario for top talent, 
the generous tax breaks are rendered less effective due to the cost of living in Toronto 
and other metropolitan centres in Ontario leading to higher production costs (Kiladze). 
Ubisoft's breakthrough into the Toronto area, though welcomed by interviewees within 
the industry, has created another complication. A disequilibrium is formed by Ubisoft in 
the acquisition of labour and applying hiring incentives, as does giving millions to the 
most powerful and highly leveraged studio in the region. While stabilizing labour flows 
and government support are crucial, the efforts of game industry leaders, representing and 
lobbying through Interactive Ontario and other industry advocates, seem to be focused on 
seeking out new forms and new sources of government support. 
 The flow of money into supporting the digital games industry carries much risk. 
Although there are indications that game developers in Ontario benefit from a close 
proximity to Bay Street and investment capital, the new incentive policy unfolds at a time 
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where the future of game development is uncertain due to a global economic downturn 
(Hickling Arthurs Low 14). One concern is that the overall tax burden will rise to offset 
the generous subsidy model supporting an industry with a measure of instability, 
especially when subsidies become the only reason to stay within a region: 
Underwriting a thriving company such as Ubisoft that can already boast 
$111-million in annual profits may cause some taxpayers to raise an 
eyebrow, but 'it's a competitive world out there,' says Mr. McGuinty, and 
digital media is a 'surefire winner.' Is it? Ubisoft executives say they are in 
love with Toronto and promise to spend $500-million of the company's 
own money here, which is awfully big of them. But game developers are a 
footloose bunch, jumping from place to place in search of talent and 
government handouts (Gee). 
 Numerous projects were canceled in Ontario since 2008 because of financing 
issues – some companies downsized or went under completely in an industry-wide re-
evaluation of risk. Although employees were reportedly able to find work elsewhere, 
companies such as Bedlam Games had several projects canceled by their parent 
company, while Pseudo Interactive shuttered completely due to flagging sales (Rose, 
Kollar). Meanwhile, larger and more established developers such as Silicon Knights in 
St. Catharines have undergone repeated waves of restructuring and layoffs, in what is 
described by its director as a “staggering” ordeal (Jenkins, Silicon Knights, Mabie A). 
This situation is not entirely new to the digital games industry. For many years, 
developers and publishers have relied on bankable franchises and intellectual property 
that retains a proven measure of perceived profitability in the marketplace. Although this 
disruption in the industry opens up hiring opportunities for other companies looking to 
acquire highly skilled and experienced workers in an industry that needs both, it also 
exposes a vulnerability when confronted with an unsteady flow of investment capital: 
My view is that it's a highly leveraged system. When credit starts to 
disappear, then their ability to find projects also disappears. There were 
some projects in 2009-2010 that were otherwise great projects and they 
were on track. But quite honestly I think that all the big publishers lost 
their capacity to carry that many, so they walked away from their 
investments, and they dumped those projects. So as a result those studios 
downsized or closed just as a result of the changes in the global financial 
market and the over-availability of credit (Schmalz). 
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 At the federal level, incentives for the digital games industry have historically 
lacked behind that of the provinces. Although federal subsidies—such as the Scientific 
Research and Experimental Development (SR&ED) Tax Incentive program which covers 
20 to 35% of eligible costs—are available to companies from many different industrial 
sectors, incentives specifically targeting the digital game industry are lacking 
(Communications MDR). Yannis Mallat, CEO of Ubisoft Montreal and Ubisoft Toronto, 
has called for a stronger policy intervention at the federal level, specifically regarding 
minimizing the impact of a demand for labour across the country (Desrosiers). The 
Canada Media Fund (CMF) is one example of a policy maneuver designed to set up a 
funding channel for different forms of media. When the Liberal Party of Canada 
conceded power to the Conservatives in 20006, the minority Stephen Harper government 
extended the existing funding program for one year, then attempted to formalize and 
expand it. In 2009, Heritage Minister James Moore merged the old Canadian Television 
Fund and Canadian New Media Fund as part of a strategy to make funding more 
amenable to digital media (“Canada Media Fund”) However, the restructuring and 
establishment of the new $350-million Canada Media Fund revealed a disconnect 
between federal policy makers and games studios.  
 An experimental stream to direct funds to production, development or marketing 
aspects of projects was created. Interest in the experimental stream of the CMF by the 
games industry increased dramatically with $11.5 million awarded to 36 new projects in 
2011 (“CMF invests $11.5 million”). A large percentage of the evaluation criteria, 40 
percent, was allotted to innovation within projects that were applying for the fund. In the 
risk-averse video game industry, it was difficult to point to innovation in development 
projects that built on foreign-owned IP, bankable franchises and established game genres. 
A consultation process with industry representatives revealed a number of issues relating 
to the evaluation criteria for the fund, including Canadian content rules, the relevancy of 
the content itself, and foreign ownership and control of projects (“Canada Media Fund 
Industry Conslutation”). Jason Della Rocca notes that although the CMF awards much-
needed funding for the early stages of game production, it nevertheless suffers from a 
“rules/process greatly derived from how TV is produced” (Indies). 
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 Further critiques take aim at the rationale behind the steep, aggressive incentive 
programs employed by Ontario and other provinces. One argument is that tax incentives 
actually weaken the games industry as a whole. As policy platforms, they supplant or 
obscure nuanced policy decisions that build a healthy industry from companies growing 
within the region, and tend to be used for "whale hunting" foreign-owned and well-
known design studios (Kumar, Interview). From the perspective of investors, the heavy 
subsidies in the game industry in Canada can diminish the perception of a strong, robust 
and sustainable industry presence. Attributing lower levels of private investment to the 
proximity to digital media hubs in the United States and an overall predisposition to low-
risk investment in the investor community, developers point to subsidies as an hindrance 
to the formation of dependable and self-perpetuating relationships with investor groups: 
Some Canadian companies expressed the view that an element lacking in 
Canada is access to a pool of investors with sector expertise. Silicon 
Valley is noted for its unique class of investors, with direct experience in 
growing highly successful companies in the digital media sector. There is 
a lack of similar expertise available to Canadian companies from Canadian 
investors. Companies with US experience note that Silicon Valley 
companies either succeed or fail fast. There is not much public support to 
sustain failing companies. In Canada, failure seems like something to be 
avoided. While tax credits are valued by companies and all companies 
interviewed use them or intend to use them, there is also a perception 
among some companies that tax credits may be sustaining companies that 
may not be viable (Communications MDR 28). 
 Industry-supported research from 2012 identifies critical gaps in the availability 
of financial investment in digital game production. In particular, the initial phases of 
research requiring initial investment and resources require substantial amounts of capital. 
While larger developers are able to leverage their position in the industry and the 
privileging of “the development of products, market development and 
commercialization” in the financing of game development projects, smaller companies 
are less likely to have access to these funds to secure loans and investment from the 
private sector (Communications MDR 25). Due to the sometimes lengthy turn-around 
time for tax credit subsidies, the policy provision of tax credits tends to favour larger 
companies. Jason Kee, Director of Policy and Legal Affairs at the Entertainment 
Software Association of Canada (ESAC), acknowledges that a tax credit subsidy system 
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based on labour costs does not always take into account the financing of game 
development at smaller scales:  
We are very much of the view that tax credits should be accessible by all. 
They shouldn't give preference to a bigger game versus a smaller game. 
Everyone should be able to access it, and the basic structure of tax credits 
in Canada is such that they do. That being said, the smaller [developers] 
tend to be more in favour of direct funding models, because they don't 
have access to the up front capital and they only benefit from a tax credit 
at the tail end. (Kee). 
The uneven levels of attention paid to game development at different scales are especially 
critical in a regional industrial context such as that found in Ontario. Triple-A, small to 
mid-sized, and indie game developers are not necessarily in direct competition regarding 
games that are produced, distributed and marketed globally, but find themselves 
competing for the skilled labour that is in such short supply. As such, the targeted policy 
favoured by Ontario may reinforce an oligopolistic tendency within the digital games 
industry. This system, designed to attract game developers into the Ontario region, works 
in concert with direct funding models form smaller developers such as the Interactive 
Digital Media Fund that incentivize game commercialization. This program, offering 
successful applicants $150,000 up to a maximum of 50% of the total project budget, is 
designed to reward proven developers based in Ontario who demonstrate the “quality, 
originality and creativity” of feasible projects, with a “potential for critical and 
commercial success and revenue generation” (Ontario Media Development Corporation). 
 Interviewees suggested that opposition to the Interactive Digital Media Fund 
exists within larger game developers, due to the slow process of applying for and 
receiving funding. The funding criteria for granting systems is often linked to the content 
of the games being developed as opposed to labour costs, which represents a major 
expenditure for labour-intensive Triple-A game studios. The suggestion that government 
prefers not to consider game content is indicative of the strong relationship between 
governments and representatives of mid-sized and large game developers in a content-
based industry that often engages in high risk/high reward projects: “It's an entire process 
of applying for funding and having a jury select certain projects. Frankly, governments 
tend not to like them all that much because it's a situation where governments are picking 
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winners and losers, and it's not an agnostic funding model. So we're trying to find 
systems that work for both” (Kee). Mike Schmalz, the President of Digital Extremes, 
explains that his consultation with industry representatives has centered around the long-
term health of the industry and the retention of experienced workers:     
The idea is to get that sort of ecosystem going where you've got a lot of 
the industry professionals in a small geographic area, in this case in 
Ontario, and allow them the opportunity to benefit from each others 
experience... We spoke to the Ontario government back in 2006 and came 
up with a list of recommendations to help develop the Ontario Game 
Industry (Schmalz). 
That report in 2006 published by the OMDC takes issue with the subsidization model 
prevalent in media industries in Ontario. Specifically, the consultation with the media 
industries in Ontario—including game companies—determined that a “self-sustaining, 
competitive, and market-driven” solution was needed to “...break the cycle and develop a 
more sustainable production/rights exploitation model” (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 
Ontario 4). The proposed solution implicated an entire approach on the part of 
government at the provincial level, and not just the amount of public funding offered. The 
study cites that global competitive nature of the digital games industry as one factor that 
forces production companies into a tight position financially. The existence of “...a 
perpetual 'rush to production/sell out all rights/borrow to the hilt' treadmill” results in a 
precarious position for production companies and difficulty in retaining intellectual 
property rights (PricewaterhouseCoopers, Ontario 5).  
 The recommendation in the report to install support measures to ensure media 
production companies access to capital necessitates a fundamental change in the role of 
government and its support for digital media. Under this recommendation, a “retooled” 
OMDC would implement new, targeted funding models, increase networking across 
different forms of media and seek out opportunities for “...partnerships with educational 
institutions, partnerships with other development and innovation funds, and/or through 
independent research programs” (PricewaterhouseCoopers, Ontario 49-50). The 
argument for a new, expanded mandate for the OMDC was one step in a process that saw 
a complete overhaul of Ontario's tax incentive policy for game developers. 
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 The focus on subsidies merits further scrutiny as the Canadian dollar hovers 
around or above parity with the U.S. Dollar. Rising to parity in September of 2007, the 
strong Canadian dollar increases labour costs for U.S.-based developers and publishers 
and decreases profits for Canadian companies who rely on US-dollar sales. Interviewees 
for this study noted the disadvantage of a high Canadian dollar and the changing 
economics of game development in the country, but expressed a sense of powerlessness 
in the face of broader economic vectors.  
London and Kitchener/Waterloo: Building a Regional 
Reputation 
 In game industry circles, there is a long and internationally recognized tradition of 
education in Ontario that supports those seeking careers in the digital games industry. 
These universities and colleges have established programs in computer animation, digital 
character animation, computing arts, and that have fed the digital games industry for 
years. Research commissioned for the Ontario government in 2008 determined that 
approximately 2,900 students cultivating skills applicable to game development were 
enrolled in universities and colleges (“Ontario 2012”, 23). In addition, the contributions 
of a strong history of Film and Televison production programs in Ontario have lent 
credence to the argument that “The success of [the] video game industry is the economic 
argument for the cultural industries writ large”. (“Ahead of the game”) However, there is 
a persistent complaint of a lack of program offerings in Ontario specifically relating to 
digital game development within universities, especially at the curriculum level (Gouglas 
et al 27-28). 
 Companies such as Digital Extremes are interested in sharing proprietary software 
with different academic departments so that students may be immersed and gain 
proficiency in very specific tools, something badly needed in a competitive industry. 
However, this need seems to be at odds with educational imperatives that enable students 
to learn a wide range of skills: 
We say a lot of things. First of all, for the most part, people need to have 
experience working in teams. This is a challenge because they don't have 
all the skillsets to do a whole project and round it out to completion... 
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Generally, if you want to do the larger budget video games like we do, 
you need to specialize. It's not enough to be a computer programmer 
generalist... That's the best way to get into the industry, to develop a 
portfolio around a very specific, well-developed passion and talent that 
you have (Schmalz). 
Ultimately, ineffective or ad hoc efforts to generate skilled labour specifically fitting the 
needs of game studios may be linked to widely dispersed clusters of activity: “In Ontario, 
even though they've got more schools they're all still dealing with creating digital media 
professionals in a piecemeal sort of way. Everybody wants to own it, but no one has the 
critical mass to own it.” (Schmalz) 
 In their analysis of the Ontario cluster of media production, Davis, Creutzberg, 
and Arthurs find major differences between older media industries in Ontario (such as 
film and television) and digital media. While digital media industries enjoy easier access 
to R&D institutions in Ontario and beyond, the older media industries have a more 
established identity, bound with a national project. Applying the same policy to different 
media industries may lead to further instances of an ineffective plan of action. However, 
when crafting governmental incentives that directly account for labour costs, one factor is 
expressly magnified: “...a major difference between the older screenbased media 
industries (film and television) and the new interactive digital media is the persistence of 
collective bargaining arrangements in the older media industries in North America and 
Europe. These arrangements support welldefined job roles and compensation scales” 
(Davis, Creutzberg, and Arthurs 16).  
 Incentives have the power to shape the quality of labour in a given industry, to 
address inequities and injustices and to answer to collective action. At the moment, the 
highly competitive business climate within the digital games industry all but forecloses 
any political will. A government funded study in 2008 advocates researching digital 
industry labour, but only inasmuch as it supports industry health and growth: 
To truly understand the volume and calibre of talent being developed in 
Ontario, the region’s academic institutions must develop a quantitative 
understanding of how many graduates enter the game industry, and where 
their career paths take them. By reaching out to both high school students 
and former graduates, Ontario’s academic institutions will be able to 
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identify and cultivate talented game developers throughout their career 
paths. An understanding of their employment and mobility patterns will 
allow the region to better align its curricula and recruitment practices to 
better attract and retain top talent in Ontario (“Ontario 2012” 29). 
In order to close this perceived educational gap, a qualitative understanding of the 
incongruencies between university and the games industry may also be instructive. A 
report to the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council (SSHRC) finds three 
major barriers to universities working with industrial partners. In terms of research, 
differing ideas regarding intellectual property and secrecy within the industry is noted as 
problematic, as is the usefulness of “just in time” research versus long-term research 
goals. In devoting efforts and resources to the education of skilled labourers, the concern 
with industry is a lack of assurances of a “return on investment” (Gouglas et al). One 
solution to these barriers to collaboration on the part of government has been to either 
transform or cast off many of the qualities that make the university different from other 
institutions within society. 
 The differing approaches regarding the role of educational institutions and 
strategies of knowledge and technology transfer in London and Kitchener/Waterloo are 
significantly determined by varying scales of production, institutional networks, stability, 
and the aggressiveness of university/industry interaction, contribution and input into 
educational programs. While London's based on a small group of game developers slowly 
established in the region over time, the Kitchener/Waterloo region, sometimes referred to 
as Canada's “tech triangle”, is predicated on the presence of an agglomeration of major 
high-tech companies that have formed in the region and defined by an ambition to be a 
global hub of digital media development. In the shadow of tech giants such as Raytheon, 
Research In Motion (RIM), Google and Open Text—a combination of regional successes 
and international corporations—indie game startups such as Legally Addictive Games 
and J2Play coexist with larger developers such as Electronic Arts Waterloo's small studio 
devoted to mobile gaming. 
 To explain socio-economic and institutional conditions that make Waterloo an 
ideal site for high-tech industry, Nelles, Bramwell, and Wolfe identify the concentration 
of German immigration to the region as an important factor, slowly building and 
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stabilizing a rail-linked manufacturing base. The founding of neighbouring Kitchener's 
Waterloo Lutheran College in 1924, cementing the region as a center for post-Secondary 
education, “...indicates the extent to which the two communities of Kitchener and 
Waterloo had developed a common regional and progressive identity based on local 
growth and its Lutheran origins a product of the local cultural community” (Nelles, 
Bramwell, and Wolfe). In this sense, The University of Waterloo, established in 1957, 
and its contemporary focus on high-tech industry is an extension of the deep-rooted 
community identity of the region and the expansionary demands of industry.  
 The rush to invest in high-tech industry within a region was copied all over North 
America. Washburn's account of governments wishing to duplicate the success of Route 
128 and Silicon Valley—emboldened by “the emergence of the Internet in the mid-
1990s, followed by the dot-com boom and the rise of biotechnology”—finds an array of 
failed initiatives and a fundamental miscalculation of the “rich, dynamic infrastructure” 
capable of supporting a large IT cluster in the long-term (176). Analysis conducted by 
Bathelt, Kogler, and Munro regarding the networked activity within the region as a series 
of intra-institutional, corporate, and consumer linkeages upsets assumptions about the 
qualities of Waterloo's cluster dynamic. They find that the perception of Waterloo as a 
tight-knit cluster is “sometimes over-stated”, as international linkeages with industry 
partners and research networks eclipsed the importance of local initiatives and activities, 
with the notable exception of efforts to compete for skilled workers generated from 
within the region (Bathelt, Kogler, and Munro 482). 
 As of 2011, The University of Waterlooo's globally recognized Computer Science 
program supports 1729 full-time undergraduate students, with a compliment of 105 and 
137 full-time Masters and Doctoral students respectively (University of Waterloo). While 
specialists in computer science are in demand at game developers, both in the 
Kitchener/Waterloo region and beyond, the university has taken steps to diversify the 
program offerings of value to the games industry. The Master of Digital Experience 
Innovation (MDEI), a one-year professional degree program based on interdisciplinary 
projects with industry partners, began in Fall 2010. The distinct focus on digital media 
results in a program configuration at the Stratford campus that draws in specialists from a 
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broad collection of disciplines. It is a model that attempts to cater to the perceived 
weaknesses of industrial partners: “Digital-media companies struggle to find ways to 
marry artistic ideas and content with technological innovation. Historically, disciplines 
such as computer science and fine arts never mixed, but universities have recently 
responded to the emerging need for multidisciplinary expertise by creating cross-
discipline faculties” (Gordon).  
 While working in teams and networking with industry is an important component 
of the degree program, there are also considerable efforts underway to network between 
institutions including connecting nodes of activity in locations such as Waterloo and 
Stratford through the Canadian Digital Media Network or CDMN (Jenkins, Tuer, and 
Wilson). The network counts among its founding partners the University of Waterloo 
Stratford Campus as well as Communitech, an advocacy group for the Waterloo tech 
community housed in a former tannery in the city's core that offers peer learning and 
recruitment resources to startups in the region. As an integral component of this network, 
the University of Waterloo and its internal administrative structure is poised to connect 
students with business. This administrative structure goes hand-in-hand with the concept 
of the entrepreneurial university, which stresses conformity and commitment to the 
regional network at the student and faculty level: 
This underscores another critical function of entrepreneurial universities as 
institutional enablers of a culture that promote the values explicitly 
articulated in its vision and goal statements. At the University of 
Waterloo, faculty and students are not just informally encouraged to 
commercialize new ventures or to establish links with local technology 
firms by the absence of administrative or policy impediments. Rather they 
are actively and explicitly encouraged to do so through established 
policies such as the ownership of IP, and entrepreneurship programs and 
linkages such as those delivered through CBET [the Conrad Business, 
Entrepreneurship and Technology Centre], all of which are sustained by 
an underlying, explicitly stated, and widely shared culture of innovative 
entrepreneurialism. This is manifested in a multitude of ways that ranges 
from department heads and deans ‘preaching’ to faculty that providing 
consulting and problem-solving to local firms is a ‘duty’, to the 
spontaneous establishment of networking groups – 'an entrepreneur’s 
association which started as half a dozen students sitting around in the 
summer 2000 and there are now 2000 members . . .' – to the formal 
programs outlined above (Bramwell and Wolfe 1185). 
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 The program is already branching out, signing a memorandum of understanding 
with the University of Western Ontario as the London university meets with industry 
partners RIM, Open Text, and local game developers EK3 and Digital Extremes (Travis). 
At the same time, the campus is accelerating its timetable to bring in the first cohort of 
Undergraduates for their Global Business and Digital Media program (Beitz). With 
Internet giant Google dramatically expanding its presence greatly in the Kitchener-
Waterloo area early in 2011, the reputation of the region as a high-tech hotbed can only 
increase, resulting in further collaborations with educational institutions. Included with 
the announcement of the company's newly acquired space able to support approximately 
170 engineers was a litany of donations made to the University of Waterloo. Principally, 
a one million donation for targeted research was offered “...to help academics in the 
school's mathematics and computer science departments study how to separate 
information from noise on social networks” (El Akkad).  
 The enthusiasm about the concentration of activity in the K-W region has 
generated is linked with the positioning of post-secondary education as a path to 
economic salvation. Bramwell and Wolfe claim that the linkages with technology firms at 
the Cheriton School of Computer Science, particularly in its Co-op program with paid 
internships, serve a “critical intermediary function” in the local network that legitimizes 
its existence while serving as a source of valuable labour: 
Much of the University of Waterloo’s success at linking with both local 
and non-local industry is largely attributable to four well-known 
characteristics: the ability to attract, retain, and train top calibre graduates 
and researchers, and to link them with local and nonlocal employers; the 
provision of R&D support to local firms; the interactive exchange of tacit 
knowledge at both local and global levels; and the active facilitation of 
entrepreneurial activities. In terms of human capital creation and 
knowledge transfer, the university performs a critical intermediary 
function through its Co-operative Education Program that links students 
directly with firms. Its top-ranked graduate training and research programs 
generate and attract a large pool of highly qualified and experienced 
scientists and researchers, who are attuned to the research and technology 
needs of industry. In terms of knowledge creation, the university provides 
technical support for on-going firm-based R&D activities through project-
oriented consulting and joint research projects. In terms of global linkages, 
the local knowledge transfers also draw upon the university’s linkages 
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with ‘global pipelines’ of new knowledge through the involvement of 
faculty with international research networks. Finally, the University of 
Waterloo acts as an engaged entrepreneurial institution – or ‘good 
community player’ – that is embedded in the local economy and shapes 
and supports the local networks and flows of knowledge that underpin a 
highly successful ‘entrepreneurial’ culture (1179-80). 
In supporting and sustaining existing systems of local and global industrial activity, this 
approach further entrenches the idea that to be “engaged” as an educational institution 
means situating students as a special strata of worker, one that is becoming more crucial 
within the high-tech sector. 
 All of these developments at the University of Waterloo Stratford Campus are in 
line with the burgeoning national strategy slowly taking shape at the annual Canada 3.0 
gatherings, cementing Waterloo's status as a hotspot for digital media in Canada. The 
Canada 3.0 Conference benefits from an array of sponsors, from federal governmental 
departments and industry advocacy groups to companies that serve high-tech industry 
and online media outlets dedicated specifically to technology and commerce. Although it 
was and is intended to address nationwide issues regarding digital media policy, the 
major supporters from the private sector were headquartered in nearby Waterloo. The 
Open Text Corporation, to cite one example, supplied conference-goers with its newest 
social networking software designed for mobile technology (“Social Networking 
Collaboration”). However, the most impact in the region is felt by Canada 3.0 sponsor 
Research In Motion (RIM), a global player in wireless telecommunication devices such 
as its marquee BlackBerry smartphone.  
 The special relationship shared between the University of Waterloo and RIM - 
and especially its founders Jim Balsille and Mike Lazaridis – is a catalyst for the rapid 
expansion of existing departments and new programs. Beginning in the year 2000, 
Balsille and Lazaridis have donated upwards of $50 million dollars for the university's 
Institute for Quantum Computing and Nanotechnology Engineering Program and $150 
million toward the Perimiter Institute, a research institute dedicated to the study of 
theoretical physics (Boesveld, Avery, Crowley, “RIM Founder Gives Millions”). 
However, this flow of money into the University of Waterloo has not been without 
197 
 
controversy. Unique donor agreements and conditions with RIM at the Balsillie School of 
International Affairs raised questions about academic freedom and the consequences of 
“blurring the lines between the public universities and the private organization” with the 
sudden removal of its director in 2010 (Church, Turnover at Balsillie). This was followed 
by a controversial joint venture between a think-tank founded and chaired by Balsillie 
and the Government of Ontario to open a school devoted to international law at nearby 
York University in Toronto. The $30 million commitment by Balsillie drew 
condemnation from the Canadian Association of University Teachers (CAUT), as the 
deal reportedly granted the think-tank “veto power over the budget, strategic research 
directions and designation of programs” (Tedesco). These examples demonstrate a 
possible byproduct of the imperative to engage more fully in close collaboration with 
industry, and to accept private funding from powerful leaders of industry in a region as a 
means to supplant public funding: the compromising of long-standing educational values 
and the advent of damaging ethical breaches. 
 As a counterpoint to the lofty ambitions within the “technology triangle” of 
Kitchener/Waterloo, London, Ontario can be characterized by the prominence of 
established digital game developers in a smaller region with a balance of regional 
isolation and regional access to technology, markets, and capable human resources. 
Efforts to promote London’s strength in IT industries cite close proximity to major urban 
centres whose educational institutions provide skilled workers. The London Economic 
Development Corporation estimates that 8000 workers in the region—close to 3% of the 
total workforce in London—work in the IT sector in software development companies, 
call centres, financial services, telecommunications, and digital game development (4). 
The IT industry in London stems from historical strengths in the region: while the city as 
a whole and industries such as manufacturing benefited from rail connections to major 
cities such as Toronto and Detroit, post-secondary education, the life sciences sector and 
life insurance with the establishment of London Life insurance in 1874 form the 
backbone of the local industry. 
 Digital Extremes, founded in 1993, is the most widely recognized game developer 
presence in the London, Ontario area. Its reputation is built on a number of sustained 
198 
 
critical and financial successes, including the PC first-person shooter Unreal in 1998. A 
look at the company's in-process game development projects in 2011 reveals a 
specialization in multi-platform triple-A game development, based on foreign-owned 
intellectual property. The business model is typical of many mid-sized to large game 
companies, both within Canada and internationally that rely heavily on IP licenced from 
third parties. The Darkness 2 is a comic book franchise sequel to a game developed by 
Swedish Starbreeze Studios, while Star Trek is a game meant to coincide with the release 
of a sequel to a movie that itself is a complete reboot of a 50 year-old American 
television series.  
 With annual revenues in the millions, Digital Extremes is a globally recognized 
company that has leveraged its early successes and endured in a highly competitive 
environment, and is the centerpiece of the digital game developer activity in London. A 
nearly 20-year presence in London has allowed Digital Extremes to both invest its time in 
industry networks, including advocacy organizations such as Digital Ontario. As a mid-
sized studio in Ontario, Digital Extremes has proven adept at working with government 
to solidify its place as the largest game studio in the city. Well connected and poised to 
take advantage of new provincial government incentive programs, game developer 
Digital Extremes has been active in ongoing consultations with the Ontario Media 
Development Corporation (OMDC), a branch of the province's Ministry of Tourism and 
Culture. In 2009, a $2.5 CDN million grant was awarded to the company to assist in a 
move to a larger space in London, allowing it to add 30 more employees to its contingent 
of 150 workers (Orland). The announcement by the Ontario government framed the 
grant—paired with a $36 million investment by Digital Extremes—as merely one more 
example of the collaborative efforts to “protect 53 jobs” in the region, efforts that include 
a combination of tax credits and halving taxes on business investment (Government of 
Ontario, Digital Extremes). Mike Katchabaw, Assistant Professor of Computer Science at 
The University of Western Ontario, believes that the cohesiveness between institutions 
and between game developers separates London from Kitchener-Waterloo and Toronto: 
From my experience, London is a fairly well-organized cluster, where 
people tend to work reasonably well with one another. The London 
Economic Development Corporation [LEDC] has done a pretty good job 
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of trying to rally the major players in the local industry and bring them to 
the table to work on common objectives... In part that's because they work 
in different spaces. You have the one that works in a Triple-A space 
[Digital Extremes], one that works in a more mobile/casual space [Big 
Blue Bubble], one that's in more of an online space [Antic Entertainment], 
and another that's in more of a purely social space [Big Viking] 
(Ketchabaw). 
 Interviewees noted that the lack of competition between Digital Extremes and the 
smaller developers based in London enables civic leaders to more ably advocate for the 
interests of the industry as a whole. However, this context of game development and 
competition in London is typical of socio-economic condition where in “the absence of a 
virtuous circle between nationally produced and nationally consumed games”, the battle 
for market share occurs at a global level, and political will is devoted to incentivizing 
investment and expansion (Dyer-Witheford and Sharman). Using this lens to look at the 
“culture” of game development, the formation of a tightly-knit grouping of digital game 
labourers is detached from considerations of cultural value and expression, not to 
mention the conditions of labour. 
 The more pressing issue for developers locally is the cultivation and procurement 
of labour, a process that solicits the involvement of educational institutions such as The 
University of Western Ontario (UWO). The Computer Science program at the university, 
with 84 undergraduate, 46 MS and 62 PhD full-time students as of 2011, added a Minor 
in Game Development in 2006 as a response to the growing local demand for game 
developers (Western University). With the mainstreaming of gaming practices within 
culture and the rise of a profitable industry, the Computer Science program offerings that 
involve video games at UWO started on the periphery and were slowly integrated as core 
classes. Ketchabaw describes how funding agencies such as NSERC started to 
acknowledge the legitimacy of programs and research related to digital games. However, 
the catalyst for the game development program relied on the careful cultivation of an 
ongoing relationship with industry partners such as ATI and Microsoft. 
The game design course was the first one. We quickly recognized that 
there was an opportunity for having a program of study and not just a 
single course in that area. As luck would have it, around the same time 
Microsoft was looking and trying to fund the creation of programs and 
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new initiatives in this area. They gave us a reasonable amount of money to 
help fund the development of our program, as well as some Xbox 
hardware and some software... We were able to use the presence of this 
industry support to help justify the creation of this program. (Ketchabaw). 
 This technological infrastructure forms the basis of the Minor in Game 
Development program, guiding the capacities for student-driven game development 
projects. With the establishment of a stable concentration of activity within London, a 
negotiation of program goals and content with industry took place between UWO and 
local developers. Like the Computer Science program at the University of Waterloo, paid 
internships figure prominently and local companies recruit heavily from the pool of 
UWO graduates. While the initial agreement with Microsoft enabled a wide range of 
game development projects, from console gaming using Xbox software to PC, handheld 
and mobile games, collaborations with Digital Extremes are limited by a need to protect 
proprietary technology, and the financial commitment implied in the need for 
maintenance of software and other developer tools: 
We do some work with [Digital Extremes] and have them involved in our 
classes. We haven't gotten to the point where we're using some of their 
technologies in our class, primarily because there's some issues over the 
proprietary nature of the technology, but they also tend not to be geared 
toward supporting the technology either... We do other forms of 
collaboration. For example, there has been times when we've had artists 
from the local companies working with the programmers in our courses, 
or we've had designers or producers involved in projects (Ketchabaw). 
While the Minor in Game Development Program at The University of Western Ontario 
allows for the eventual commercialization of research and acts as a consistent pipeline of 
skilled workers to local game developers, any competitive advantage is mitigated by the 
limited direct interaction with industry, small-scale private funding, and structure of the 
program within a more traditional academic program. 
Toronto Game Developer Networks: In the Zone 
 10 Dundas East is in the middle of a commercial hub of the city of Toronto that 
overlooks bustling Dundas Square, an urban project modeling itself after Times Square in 
New York. The remodeling of the square, beginning in the late 1990s, was an attempt to 
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reinvigorate commercial areas doubly decimated by the opening of nearby Eaton Centre 
and a deep recession in the province. The official decision rendered by the Ontario 
Municipal Board called for a commercially-led effort to transform the district from a 
“Mecca for panhandlers, drug dealers and vagrants” into “...an exciting destination 
location for entertainment (cinema, stage (theatre), video games and other recreation), 
eating in theme restaurants ('eatertainment') and shopping in a new vertical format retail 
environment” (Ontario Municipal Board 4-8). In addition to the businesses, property 
managers, and investment groups involved in the municipal board's decision, nearby 
Ryerson University had a stake in the redevelopment of Dundas Square, its success 
linked to the university's future expansion. 
 Described bluntly as “an armature for video screens, billboards and the like”, 10 
Dundas East is home to a program connected to Ryerson University that fittingly walks 
an increasingly fine line between commerce and education (Hume). The Digital Media 
Zone (DMZ) at Ryerson University officially opened in April of 2010 to dramatically 
alter the landscape of game development in Toronto and surrounding areas. Its incubation 
model stresses commercial viability, professional mentorship, and industrial networking 
in an environment of intensive team activity that is carefully attuned to business practices 
and trends in Ontario and beyond. Many game development companies look to diversify 
and expand from triple-A style game development and more towards products like apps, 
mobile gaming, and browser games: all are games produced at a smaller scale to meet 
market demand. This development, spurred on by rapid increases in the uses of mobile 
technology, is not lost on policymakers who forecast a 40 per cent share for mobile game 
production in 2011, up from 15 per cent in 2004 (“Ontario 2012” 15). In this way, the 
arrival of the DMZ in Toronto is both timely and strategic. In its treatment of students as 
entrepreneurs, it embodies a redefinition of the role universities play in society, and a 
new, intensified relationship between university and industry.  
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 There are strong hopes that the Junction neighbourhood of Canada's largest city 
will be revitalized by the presence of new studio, in much the same way as the Mile End 
district in Montreal and Yaletown in Vancouver (Nowak). This expansion into the 
Toronto area will also undoubtedly recast relationships formed within game development 
communities and provoke new flows of skilled digital labour. Research by Walks into the 
post-Fordist restructuring of the labour force reveals socio-economic changes in Toronto, 
beginning in the 1970s with a transition from blue-collar manufacturing base in the inner 
city to a gradual de-industrialization and transition to white-collar professionalism and 
gentrification. This transition follows a pattern of cities within North America, where 
problems in the downtown core related to the segregation of newly established immigrant 
Illustration 5: Framed by the lights of Dundas Square, students sit at workstations 
in Ryerson's Digital Media Zone. “Digital Media Zone_02.” Flickr. Yahoo!, 6 April  
2010. Web. 28 Dec. 2011 
<https://secure.flickr.com/photos/ryersondmz/4750013078/> 
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groups, income inequality, social inequality and socio-spatial polarisation were not 
eliminated, but rather forced out to the surrounding suburban areas: “In terms of 
occupational structure, the Toronto region exhibits similar characteristics to those of 
other global cities, including a trend towards overall professionalisation and a relative 
decline in manufacturing’s employment share” (Walks 436). This urban destabilization 
sets the conditions for high-tech industry such as game development to manifest as a 
cure-all for an urban region in need of anchor industries. 
 Incubators are programs of research and development attuned to the needs of 
budding entrepreneurs in need of space, basic business training and networking 
opportunities. Ryerson University's Digital Media Zone (DMZ) is one example of a 
program that fills a niche in the Toronto area for a launching pad for digital games and 
other forms of digital media, contained within a university setting. The incubator supports 
game development activities for entrepreneurs requiring space, networks and visibility 
for the finished product. An examination of this post-secondary program and its mandate, 
coupled with the efforts of independent game designers to implement their own 
incubation activity can illuminate the strategies and goals of game developers inside and 
outside of the university. This comparison can also serve to critique homogeneous 
definitions of “industry” that persist in high-level policy discussions and draw attention to 
the efficacy and legitimacy of digital game development working at varying scales and 
with different goals. 
 The 2011 edition of the Canada 3.0 forum featured a contest between fifty digital 
media startups in Canada, with the winning pitch given a ticket to the Banff Venture 
Forum and added exposure to venture capitalists from across North America. Viafoura, a 
company with a platform dedicated to enriching reader feedback for online content, 
credited the Ryerson University's DMZ for taking home first prize: “Leading up to the 
Canada 3.0 conference, the DMZ gave us the opportunity to run our business plan, pitch 
our key concepts and really hone in on the right messages. So when we got in front of the 
judges at the competition, our ideas were streamlined and cohesive” (“Ryerson Digital 
Media Zone Company”).  
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 Projects undertaken by startups include everything from digital games to 
interactive software and smartphone apps (“From Bright Ideas”). In addition to the 
development of tools that can be used for game development, games for social media 
platforms such as Facebook, games for children, monetization platforms of games, and 
connections with social networks and other applications are supported at the DMZ studio 
space (“Teams”). With an administrative structure that is minimal at best, Valerie Fox, 
founder and director of the DMZ, explains that her extensive experience in digital media 
industries dictated the initial approach to the program: “We started with the idea that it 
was grassroots, that we were going to act like a startup ourselves. Our approach was that 
this is an experiment, we're just fulfilling a need and let's see what happens. We had no 
real expectations except that we wanted to fulfill the needs of the entrepreneurial 
companies or students that we knew so far.” The program has enjoyed a fair amount of 
publicity due to its success stories, with reports of fourteen startups generating at least 
fifty-five local jobs in its first year alone (Carlson). 
 The incubator places a heavy focus on student involvement. What makes the 
DMZ unique to university incubator activities in Canada is that the entire process to 
screen, select, and nurture projects is not overseen by Ryerson faculty or administrators. 
Instead, the process is administered by Students in Free Enterprise (SIFE) Ryerson, a 
student group whose StartMeUp Ryerson program caters specifically to the incubator 
(“Ryerson University Opens”). SIFE is an international non-profit organization with 
members in many universities across the globe, specializing in using “the positive power 
of business” to establish outreach programs (“SIFE Ryerson”). Undergraduate and 
graduate students, but also alumni are able to pitch projects to SIFE that have commercial 
or relevant social applications. To attract even more interest from potential entrepreneurs, 
the DMZ even accepts applicants from outside the university. A formal business plan and 
prototype are the key elements of the pitch process. Those projects that are approved are 
not charged for rent and no equity is demanded. Throughout, there is an expectation that 
startups will market their product, acknowledging the role of the Digital Media Zone in 
the process, and network with others in the incubator space. It is estimated that $1,800 
per month in services are offered to startups working within the DMZ (de Freitas 50). 
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 The Digital Media Zone is one of a number of incubators or accelerator initiatives 
in the Toronto region designed to assist startup digital games companies. In 2011, 
Toronto's George Brown School of Design released a feasibility study looking at gaming 
incubators in the Toronto region, as part of plans to open a games incubator of its own in 
September of 2011 (“George Brown College Increases Commitment”). Its survey of 
incubators in the region included the nearby Niagara Interactive Media Generator (nGen), 
a not-for-profit that has the support of nearby educational institutions Brock University 
and Niagara College. Responding to a perceived demand, the report argues for “Better 
support for emerging and small gaming companies which are currently underserved in 
business services and financial assistance – helping SMEs (Small and Medium 
Enterprises) become MNEs (Multi-National Enterprises)” (de Freitas 9). The study 
concludes that strategic university partnerships are paramount to balancing operational 
costs and revenues, while mitigating high real estate costs and upkeep in the city. In 
addition, the study cautions against the “over-dependence on outside sources for 
operational funding” via governmental sources, characterized as “unstable and 
unpredictable over time” (de Freitas 143). 
 According to Fox, the impetus to establish the Digital Media Zone stems from 
both a lack of organized incubation activities in the Toronto area as well as a deficit of 
networking opportunities for entrepreneurs: “We want to get the word out that we have 
these companies in here. We hired a social media guru right away to help us get into the 
social media, to nurture that aspect of the Zone, so we became part of networks that were 
already out there.” The online profile of the campus predictably reflects the emphasis on 
social media and visibility, acting as a sophisticated promotional springboard for startups. 
The strong multi-disciplinary focus at the Digital Media Zone is cited by Fox as a means 
of building a team environment that can be found in the private sector: “When a team 
comes in, they have experts in tech or business or user experience or content creation or 
some other subject matter. We want them to share that with the other teams.”  
 This approach to incubation enjoys the enthusiastic support of Ryerson university 
and its President and Vice-Chancellor, Sheldon Levy. So far, the Ontario Liberal 
government's support for the has been equally substantial. In late 2010, a grant amounting 
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$750,000 was awarded to Ryerson's DMZ through the Federal Economic Development 
Agency for Southern Ontario (FedDev Ontario) Applied Research and 
Commercialization Initiative (Berkow, Ryerson). One reason cited for the support of the 
DMZ is the very real fear of a “brain drain” from the Southern Ontario region to other 
digital media hotspots globally, especially the United States. “It's a phenomenon Mr. 
Levy says he already witnessed first-hand as president of Sheridan College where a 
steady stream of computer animation graduates headed for the film industry in 
California” (Church, Ryerson). This is a well known issue for game developers in 
Ontario, who consistently lose qualified and skilled graduates of programs to companies 
in the United States or overseas: 
When Bill Gates comes to the University of Waterloo campus and is 
addressing all the Comp Sci people, he's not there to be a nice guy. He 
wants to take all the top talent out of these universities to work for him. 
These are some of the best digital media people and computer 
programmers anywhere in North America going to Waterloo... That's the 
story that we were telling – taxpayers were funding this brain drain, and 
these were the jobs of the future (Schmalz). 
The DMZ has thus far proven adept at avoiding the bureaucratic aspects of more 
established departments and programs within the university, employing an administrative 
structure defined by flexibility, few fixed salaries and a low overhead: 
To be quite honest, it is a shift, even in how faculties are looking at the 
Zone and how it might fit into curriculum. The Zone does not run by usual 
types of university rules. We don't have the bureaucracy here, we don't 
have the barriers here – we've been running this like a startup business. So 
because of that, it's opening up more opportunity for change in the 
university. Faculties and program areas are taking notice, and are trying to 
apply some of the learnings that are happening. It's easy for us to move 
fast, it's not as easy for other areas of the university to move fast, so we 
can become a test bed for new types of approaches and experiential 
learning and entrepreneurship (Fox). 
 The profile of the DMZ within Ryerson University allows it to utilize industry 
connections, often resulting in "match-making" between students/alumni and potential 
industry partners or service providers (Carlson). Fox explains that digital media industries 
have not only been drawn to the talent working within the Digital Media Zone and the IP 
cultivated therein. Businesses have approached the incubator looking to sponsor teams 
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and their projects, using the DMZ as surrogate incubators for their own projects or even 
seeking solutions to various technical issues: “The original thing we were trying to do 
with the Zone was to help nurture these companies and get them out the door and also 
help nurture commercialization of various student research. As industry, government and 
other academic institutions come to the Zone, they want to have relationships with us that 
we had not thought of at first, but we were very up for exploring” (Fox). Licensing of 
proprietary technology developed within the DMZ is a primary way of bringing business 
and investment into the university.  
 In addition, the DMZ promotes “curriculum-embedded projects”, working with 
industry partners to “embed real industry problem solving” within program offerings 
(“Industry Partnerships”). In this way The DMZ is a useful example of how the 
Technology Transfer Offices (TTOs) of Canadian universities of the past seem like 
"mom and pop shops” in comparison to the intensive efforts underway at universities 
across Canada, diffused and integrated at the program level (Mazurkewich). In 2008, an 
extensive study by Statistics Canada regarding technology transfer practices and trends 
determined that Ontario post-Secondary educational institutions took in approximately 
$16 million CDN from the commercialization of intellectual property (IP), while 
spending $20 million CDN on efforts to support new research contracts and partnerships. 
The income generated and university funds spent on commercializing and protecting IP 
represented roughly 30% and 40% (respectively) of the combined activity within 
educational institutions in Canada (28).  
 As the DMZ settles into its surroundings at Ryerson and within a wider 
community of digital media industries, administrators expect the activities of those in the 
program to change. Although some informal or spontaneous course offerings building 
from the expertise of research participants have emerged from the program, other ideas 
conform to an industry need for accreditation in specific, specialized skills that are in 
demand, such as “digital badges” for expertise in software and programming languages 
(Reinhart). This apparent need for flexibility within the university is a tacit 
acknowledgment of a perceived crucial gap existing between academia and the business 
world, especially in the area of access to investment capital. Efforts to bridge this gap 
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intersect with contemporary discourses regarding the fundamental role of post-secondary 
education, its funding by the public and private sector, and the malleability of academic 
programs. Bird describes the movement toward administrative structures and program 
offerings that encourage the generation and management of IP with commercial 
application in academia as a means to conform to the wider political and economic 
vectors distilled within the concept of the “knowledge economy”. In addition to the focus 
on revenue generation through patentable intellectual property promoted by Technology 
Transfer Offices, industry/academia partnerships are strategic mobilizations of political 
capital to demonstrate to the public and to “the political elite” that the university—in a 
competition for public funds—is amenable and adaptable to the needs of capital (173). 
 In Fall of 2010 it was announced that Gerri Sinclair, former Executive Director of 
the Centre for Digital Media in Vancouver, would join the Digital Media Zone as a 
visiting professor and special adviser to the program (“Ryerson's Innovation Incubator”). 
The hiring signals a desire on the part of administrators to plug in to new networks of 
digital media activity as part of a growth strategy (Brockbank). The incubator model at 
Ryerson University—designed to have little resemblance to traditional university 
research programs—could now be allowed to evolve not only as a counterpoint but also a 
reaction to the status quo. It is “...a long-felt frustration over the way university research 
is funded and faculty rewarded” that fuels Sinclair's commitment to the vision of the 
DMZ: “She is critical of what she sees as the growing expectation that traditional 
research will produce market-focused results. As a board member of a federal granting 
council, Ms. Sinclair says traditional research needs financial support, but argues a 
different model is required to fund innovation” (Church, Growing Ideas). If the Ryerson 
DMZ is indeed that different model, its structure and strict focus on the 
commercialization of research necessary precludes other possibilities, impacting the 
subjectivities of game development labourers. 
Toronto Game Developer Networks: Hand Eye 
Coordination 
 There are incubator initiatives in the region that have eschewed formal 
relationships with academia in favour of a strictly community-based approach that is not 
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focused strictly on commercialization. This approach, however, tends to find less traction 
with government: “Building an environment that allows Canadian SMEs to thrive is more 
challenging and time-consuming than luring a single large company into an area through 
direct tax incentives. The latter is significantly more attractive politically given the large 
splash such actions receive in the media.” (Gouglas et al 18). In policy-related 
discussions, there is generally a limited acknowledgment of the struggle of indie 
developers: “Though Canada’s entertainment software industry is most often discussed in 
terms of its success, and the opportunity it affords for newcomers, a large segment of the 
industry exists in a state of uncertainty and volatility. There are numerous small to very 
small developers that are financially insecure and often fail.” (Hickling Arthurs Low 23) 
However, there is no concrete recommendation on the part of the ESAC to address this 
problem, opting instead to point out the harsh realities of the market and the benefit of 
hiring “highly skilled and mobile employees on a project by project basis.” (23).  
 Although Ryerson's DMZ and the Hand Eye society share a desire to attract those 
new to game design, a comparison of the two yields a productive comparison between 
two very different models of education and two very different conceptions of the word 
“incubation”. Jim Munroe, a game designer, novelist and founding board member of 
Toronto's Hand Eye Society, describes a close-knit network of like-minded game 
designers and game enthusiasts who started out conducting meetings in living rooms. 
“Generally, it fills a niche between people who are more interested in going to a 
traditional post-secondary education program and people who are ready to go it alone or 
they have enough of a support network of friends and peers” (Munroe). Members quickly 
get involved with administrative tasks, pledging hours of volunteer service with the 
organization. The collaborative approach to learning at the Hand Eye Society is coupled 
with a utilization of industry networks to bring in mentors to interact with members. 
Munroe frames this holistic educational model in contrast to rigid post-secondary digital 
media curricula that can become quickly outdated: “Institutionally it's very much a peer 
mentorship model. Because it is in some respects a way of creating work and learning 
how to create work simultaneously that is often separated in a post-secondary context. 
Different schools try to address it with a certain amount of their time spent in production 
versus a lot of time spent in on theory.”  
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 Without a strong institutional affiliation, The Hand Eye Society employs 
strategies to place itself advantageously within a constantly changing landscape of game 
development and funding opportunities within the Toronto area. With the entry of larger 
developers into a smaller scale of game development, the tone of interaction between 
larger players and indies blurs perceived boundaries within network spaces:  
I feel like whereas in other communities you get a lot of heated discussion 
over what's indie and what's not, in Toronto no one has their back up and 
no one has been feeling like they need to define or preserve that notion. A 
company like Capybara has deals with Microsoft to publish their newest 
game [2013's Super T.I.M.E. Force] on Xbox Live Arcade (XBLA), and 
they have games published by Ubisoft for the [Nintendo] DS, but they're 
still an indie developer. It's just 25 people doing what they do. [In 
Toronto], we have three-man teams doing iOS games or one-person teams 
doing Flash games, no one is uptight about it. I think as more independent 
developers, not publisher-focused development, gets more popular—there 
are big-name creators that have gone indie and have been trying to work 
on smaller projects—I think the definition [of indie] will get more 
complicated. But it would be folly to think that suddenly we've lost street 
cred because it's not just one person in their bedroom making an iOS 
game. You can have someone who starts a five-man team or does a 
kickstarter push or just self-publishes. Even if they have 25 years of 
experience, it's still the same thing if someone like me pushes a game out 
(Rivers). 
 In an approach that sets the Hand Eye Society apart from the Ryerson DMZ, the 
group decided to incorporate itself as a not-for-profit organization, in order to open more 
channels for potential funding. It is not configured as a professional organization but 
rather as an arts organization attuned to the culture of independent digital game 
development. As such, it receives funding through various arts councils and other cultural 
organizations that deal with media production. Arts councils prioritize creator-owned IP, 
something that is rarely attained with larger companies. Importantly, the group is a direct 
result of a robust network of institutions in Toronto, one that did not include a large, 
triple-A studio: 
From our perspective, one of the reasons why these types of indie projects 
– including the Hand Eye Society – were able to start up was because of 
the absence of big studios in town to back these types of initiatives. In 
some way, it gave us the space to do our own thing. For a large percentage 
of the game makers, the idea of working on an indie project became more 
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attractive because there weren't a lot of other options. That gave them that 
first experience in working on a project from beginning to end themselves. 
If some of them would have been in a situation where there was a lot of 
big studio jobs, they would have simply gone into those jobs, and hone as 
far as they wanted to in a particular position. But that would have 
absorbed their energy for games in a specialized context (Munroe). 
The efforts of the Hand Eye Society contributes to a solid reputation for Toronto as a 
tight-knit indie game developer community, boasting many successful small companies 
including Capybara Games, Queasy Games, and Metanet Software (Rook). These 
avenues for employment within a community of entrepreneurs and workers position indie 
games as more than merely a career path to triple-A game development. 
 The Difference Engine incubator at the Hand Eye Society is one example of an 
initiative designed with the indie game developer community in mind. Specifically, the 
incubator brings female game developers together to network and undertake projects 
together. The incubator runs through TIFF Nexus, an initiative designed to connect 
people across media that is funded through the OMDC. The idea, according to organizers, 
is to actively combat the under-representation of women at every level within the digital 
games industry: "The collaboration is great, because it brings in people who aren't limited 
by the structure of the games industry; they have no preconceptions about what they 
should be making" (qtd. in Alexander, Interview). While large studios have historically 
been unable or unwilling to address the systemic lack of gender balance within the games 
industry, the Difference Engine demonstrates a mandate to take risks in order to build a 
stronger community. At a macro level, the incubator is formulated as an implicit critique 
of the “homogeny”of “male-oriented culture” as a factor that could weaken the industry 
in the long term (Alexander, “Interview”). Thus far, the mandate appears to resonate with 
the indie community in Toronto. Sixty-five applicants were received for the twelve open 
positions at the incubator (“The Difference Engine Initiative”). 
 There is much more of a focus on the concept of digital game development as an 
artistic practice at the Hand Eye Society, regardless of whether or not this practice is 
legitimized by institutions or valourized by capital.  
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You don't have to compromise or think about finding a solution that works 
for everybody. You just have to think about it as a piece of art that you're 
making yourself, for yourself and for your own reasons. That takes a lot of 
the dynamics out of it and allows you to focus on the production of the 
game. Also, it teaches you a breadth of game making practices (Munroe). 
With the rapid growth of the Hand Eye Society and its network of game developers 
attracts the attention of other initiatives, such as the provincially funded Digital Futures 
Initiative at The Ontario College of Art and Design (OCAD University). The initiative, 
inaugurated in 2007 with a $2 million allocation of annual funding by the provincial 
government, provides a digital media component to the design focus of OCAD 
University. In addition, the program is mandated to engage with “private sector partners”, 
as a means to “ensure the curriculum meets industry needs as well as provides students 
with work-study experiences” (Government of Ontario, McGuinty). Benjamin Rivers, 
game designer, instructor at OCAD University, and member of the Hand Eye Society, 
affirms that the design focus of the Digital Futures Initiative intersects with the interests 
of Hand Eye Society members: 
The way the course is structured is different than I think a lot of the other 
schools are doing it. At a lot of other schools, it feels like there's a really 
heavy technical focus, with the idea that you can pump out people who are 
really good at doing 3D animation or logic programming or some other 
facet, whereas what we're going for is to give people who go through 
design and illustration courses another means to put their skills to use. So 
we're one of the only schools that are focused on the independent small 
business aspect, where hopefully you'll be able to take something from our 
class and know enough about teamwork and about producing small game-
related projects to go to a small company like Capybara games as opposed 
to going to EA or Activision and being a programmer (Rivers). 
 An organization such as the Hand Eye Society is critical for game developers in 
Toronto and the surrounding area who do not meet the minimum thresholds for the 
Ontario Interactive Media Tax Credit and other incentive programs designed for large-
scale game development. Jason Della Rocca links a robust indie game development scene 
to the long-term outlook of game development clusters, something greatly assisted by 
independent incubator activity. He suggests policy strategies that go beyond “creating 
good jobs”: “For starters, focusing on the earlier stages of development (i.e., 
conceptualization and prototyping) for new IP - whether via a reoriented tax scheme or 
213 
 
access to seed funding programs - would help to directly catalyze more innovation and 
risk-taking on new projects” (Della Rocca, Indies). A dynamic approach to policy that 
respects the needs of different levels of game development is able to support multiple 
educational models. Munroe insists that other models of education can coexist together in 
the Toronto region, enriching the community as a whole: “The great thing about indie 
culture is that it shows a variety of methodologies and production approaches that 
everybody benefits from in a culture, whether you're in a big city or not”. By taking the 
focus away from commercialization, the culture of indie game development in Toronto 
demonstrates a remarkable capacity for responsiveness, not only to the institutions that 
surround it but also to cultural shifts that produce new usages, new trends, and new ideas. 
It is a very different form of flexibility than that of Ryerson's DMZ. 
The GRAND NCE Project and the Research Agenda in 
Canada 
 One way to increase expand industry and academic networks is to increase intra-
institutional and intra-provincial research. In a search for examples of approaches to 
knowledge and technology transfer, Rasmussen isolates Canadian university research 
networks and efforts to both broaden and normalize the commercialization of research 
projects within universities. What he finds is a re-conception of technology transfer 
practices as bottom-up approaches, as opposed to bureaucratic or administrative 
directives:  
The logic is that the universities should not only seek revenue for 
themselves as the government has invested a lot in universities for social 
and economic purposes. The rhetoric seems to be changing from a strong 
focus on financial measures towards softer measures including a wider 
conception of technology transfer and the impact on social and economic 
well-being (Rasmussen 515). 
 The embodiment of this rhetoric is the Graphics, Animation and New Media 
Canada (GRAND) Network of Centres of Excellence (NCE). The 24 million dollar, 5-
year project is a joint project between Industry Canada and the Tri-council, which 
includes the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC) and 
the Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council of Canada (NSERC), is designed 
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to increase networking and coordination of university departments and researchers across 
Canada. The project can be seen as a culmination of multiple policy initiatives, centered 
around post-secondary research networks and coordinated at a national level. The 
awarding of the NCE by the Canadian government is a strong indicator of the elevated 
importance of digital media and its priority status in terms of federal policy. The stated 
mission of the project proposes a strategy that consolidates future directions for academic 
researchers: 
• Integrate and enhance Canada’s thriving digital media sector through 
policy and practice  
• Focus research and commercialization efforts towards solution-driven 
products and services  
• Facilitate research across the broad spectrum of digital media by linking 
computer scientists and engineers with artists, designers and social 
scientists  
• Develop opportunities for researchers and partner organizations to work 
together  
• Teach and mentor the next generation of digital media innovators 
(GRAND NCE) 
The five themes of GRAND impact digital games and the game industry in Canada in a 
number of ways. The New Media Challenges and Opportunities (nMedia) theme tackles 
the culture of gaming and business of game production and distribution; the Games and 
Interactive Simulation (GamSim) theme explores serious applications of games and game 
technologies; Legal and cultural critiques of games and game industries are the focus of 
the Social, Legal, Economic and Cultural Perspectives (SocLeg) theme; the Animation, 
Graphics, and Imaging (AnImage) theme looks at the generation of game content; and the 
Enabling Technologies and Methodologies (TechMeth) group concentrates on the 
theoretical foundations of new digital game technologies. As funding is based on the 
output generated from different initiatives within the network, it is anticipated that new 
projects will start up while other projects will split, some will merge and some will drop 
off entirely.  
 The NCE program itself often positions itself in opposition to the professional 
activities of academic researchers: “The 'publish or perish' imperative for academic 
success seemed to place more importance on the presence of research findings in 
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prestigious journals than in turning those findings into something marketable and life-
enhancing.” (Networks of Centres of Excellence of Canada 2). The same report 
announced a transition to a number of business-led NCEs beginning in 2009, based on a 
$46 million dollar federal directive coinciding with the election of the federal 
Conservatives under Stephen Harper (19). 
 The support of the largest digital media companies, including those in the digital 
games industry, was essential in order for the application for GRAND to be accepted. 
Sam Trosow, lead coordinator for the Social, Legal, Economic and Cultural Perspectives 
(SocLeg) theme within GRAND, affirms that the qualities that made the NCE application 
appealing to the federal granting agencies—aside from the devotion to the intensification 
of digital media research—was the insistence on a broad spectrum of academic 
researchers from the social sciences, arts, and humanities in addition to the natural and 
applied sciences: 
I think that there was a really strong recognition that people are excited 
about digital media so I think we had a real advantage the way we were 
able to frame our application. The other thing I think we did that made our 
application really strong was that it's truly multidisciplinary. Most of the 
researchers who work in the NCE do tend to be from the NSERC side of 
things. They're working on things that often involve patentability or 
secrecy, very heavily involved with commercialization. I think the strength 
of this particular NCE is while we do have quite a bit of that going on as 
you would expect in a federally funded NCE, there are quite a few projects 
which don't have patentability or commercialization as part of its agenda. 
Rather, our goal was to generate policy relevant information and do a 
critical analysis of policies (Trosow). 
In the survey of activity within GRAND, Dimitrova et al find that the vast majority of 
participants, 46%, come from Computer Science, while the Information Science, Arts and 
Technology, Social Sciences, and Humanities represent 40% of the total number of 
researchers.  
 While the generation of IP and industrial partnerships are integral to the goals of 
some projects, these outcomes are not guaranteed: “Some of the technical projects do 
have industry partners which doesn't necessarily mean that that company has any kind of 
expectation of getting anything proprietary out of it” (Trosow). However, one outcome of 
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the NCE has seen already existing research groups within universities supported and 
promoted. The Technoculture, Art, and Games (TAG) group at Concordia's Hexagram is 
one example, garnering the designation of research centre in 2012: “TAG was never 
meant to be a lab or one person, it really meant to be a research centre. But it doesn't 
mean that we would get that status. It's not easy to get that status, it comes with funding. I 
think if we got it when we are so new it's probably because GRAND came along and 
made the difference” (Hughes).  
 Interviews with network participants indicate that substantial microstructure—
including tracking of interactions across projects—exists within GRAND, forcing leaders 
of the NCE to find ways to streamline and reduce reporting requirements. However, the 
structure of this reporting is described as “a combination of top-down and bottom-up 
processes”, with a lack of strict hierarchy “wiki-like” approach to updating project 
progress and a “flattened” reporting hierarchy (Booth and Stroulia 681-82). All of these 
measures are intended to support the participation of student researchers, termed Highly 
Qualified Personnel (HQP) within the network parlance. How different interests gauge 
the importance of HQP determines the fate of graduate students as they engage in 
networking practices, angling for new sources of funding through U/I partnerships. Some 
uncertainty exists regarding whether the labour of HQPs within GRAND will lead to 
stable, long-term employment for researchers and students at universities. Alternately, the 
NCE could provide a mechanism for publicly funded universities to support research and 
development (R&D) driven by industry while exploiting a source of flexible, cheap 
labour.  
What the network does is it accesses all these students. Essentially, it does 
two things: it provides for this networking of students, and it provides a 
way for industry to find students potentially and students to find industry. 
To a large extent in Canada it looks like it could be R&D because industry 
doesn't do too much of it. People will say that these things are just cheap 
R&D for industry and that students are really cheap R&D for industry, but 
in a way that's what it's meant to be. Whether it works for industry, I'm not 
sure (Hughes). 
217 
 
The flow of knowledge in the form of skilled researchers to addresses a need for industry 
to utilize the university as an extension of their own long-term research efforts. However, 
interviewees expressed some uncertainty regarding this process: 
Absent consideration of some form of incentive program from government 
to incentivize this kind of behaviour by making conditions on research 
grants, it is unclear to me to what extent there is a significant role for 
government. These kinds of issues are issues where academia and industry 
are the primary actors. Government has a position to operate in a support 
role, to facilitate. Their role is a little more nebulous. They can't force 
people to sit down and start working together (Kee).  
 A set of recommendations of Trosow et al advocate a clear delineation of the 
difference between knowledge transfer and knowledge diffusion as an intervention that 
demonstrates the social value of post-Secondary education. The prominence of 
“knowledge transfer” as a concept that drives education policy often eclipses or effaces 
the “non-commercial and social impacts, including open access models of knowledge 
dissemination” that defines much of the research output within universities in Canada (6). 
As such, Trosow et al advocate for a stronger focus on the contribution of university 
departments outside of the hard sciences; more consultation with and emphasis placed on 
the “human capital” as a valuable element of research; and an evaluation of the impact of 
secrecy and lack of transparency in the guarding of intellectual property (6-7).” 
 Some dissent within the GRAND research network regarding the underlying 
principles implicated in the commercialization of research within the Canadian university 
system that is being promoted by the federal government. Bill Buxton, Principal 
Researcher at Microsoft and Adjunct Professor in the Department of Computer Science at 
the University of Toronto, was invited to be the plenary speaker at the 2011 GRAND 
NCE Conference in Vancouver. His comments regarding knowledge transfer, the “long 
nose” of innovation, and the role of the university in the long-term, sustained research 
that ultimately results in innovation garnered applause from the crowd, and stood in stark 
contrast to the SSHRC presentation at the same conference. He previously articulated his 
position in a 2008 essay written for Bloomberg Businessweek: 
Too often, universities try to contain the results of research in the hope of 
commercially exploiting the resulting intellectual property. Politicians 
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believe that setting up tech-transfer incubators around universities will 
bring significant economic gains in the short or mid-term. It could happen. 
So could winning the lottery. I just wouldn't count on it. Instead, perhaps 
we might focus on developing a more balanced approach to innovation—
one where at least as much investment and prestige is accorded to those 
who focus on the process of refinement and augmentation as to those who 
came up with the initial creation (Buxton). 
Conclusion: At the Crossroads 
 There is an extraordinary and complex connectedness of institutions in Ontario. 
The configuration of Ryerson's DMZ within the university and within a network of game 
development activities in the Toronto region speaks to the capacity of post-secondary 
education programs to respond to the needs of both large studios and one-man projects. 
However, the fate of computer science programs, game development incubation 
initiatives and university/industry collaborations in general depends on a wide range of 
factors that policy cannot fully account for. This includes the volatility of major 
companies in a competitive market.  
 Research in Motion (RIM) is one such example of a company that experienced 
that volatility with an ill-fated entry into the pad computing market in direct competition 
with the Apple Corporation's iPad, followed by flagging sales of its trademark Blackberry 
in 2012. The case of RIM demonstrates a link between the production, distribution and 
consumption of technology and the policy environment in Ontario and Canada as a 
whole. Ontario universities, especially those connected to the “tech triangle”, are now 
party to a crisis that no tax subsidy can alleviate. As shares plummet, concern for RIM's 
partner universities in Ontario begins to grow (Pitts). There is little doubt that the fate of 
RIM and that of the universities in Southern Ontario are profoundly intertwined, just as 
RIM is profoundly connected to the communities and to the nation where it is based. 
Michael Geist argues that the policy-influenced Canadian context of wireless 
communication, where “...data is expensive, competition limited, and spectrum relatively 
scarce”, directly reduces the capacity for RIM to be competitive in global markets where 
these issues are largely moot (“RIM's Woes”). Any assertion of the “new realities” of the 
global economic system cannot remove from the discussion the volatility of industry and 
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markets in general, and of neoliberal governance and austerity. Ultimately, tax credit 
systems may not be compatible with an austerity agenda: 
The Ontario government is looking at a multi-billion dollar deficit. It's 
looking at cutting programs, and it announced and confirmed in the budget 
[in March 2012] that with the exception of the film and television credits 
they would be doing a comprehensive review of all their business support 
programs. This is across the board, and not focused on digital media at 
all... But they're going to be doing a comprehensive review and looking at 
the efficacy of their investments, both in terms of revenue generation for 
the province and in terms of job creation. I think that since those are the 
metrics they're using, we're in good shape... That being said, the fact is 
that we're still going to have to step up and defend the programs that we 
have in place to make sure that we retain them and the province doesn't 
cut back. The natural position of government will be, 'You seem to be 
growing so well, why do you need government support?' (Kee). 
 The opening remarks to the inaugural Canada 3.0 conference were provided by 
Conservative Tony Clement, the federal Minister of Industry: 
You have a unique opportunity: you are defining an industry. That said, 
the role for government, and there is one, is in creating the economic 
conditions that will enable you to succeed — by implementing the right 
tax and fiscal policies that will encourage key investment and reward 
private initiative. Prime Minister Harper and I understand this. Our 
government understands this. We see the importance of digital media — 
of the digital economy at large and the opportunity it represents for 
Canada and Canadians. You have told us of the unique strengths Canada 
brings. And as your sector evolves from film, TV and gaming into medical 
imaging, virtual manufacturing and other areas of everyday life, the digital 
economy will become an even more integral part of our lives, and with 
that incredible opportunities are opening up for people with ideas 
(“Opening Remarks”). 
 The speech included an extensive list of policy decisions that directly impacted 
the students, researchers and business representatives in attendance. Enacting laws to 
protect commerce on the Web from malicious activity (such as spam, malware and 
hacking sensitive data); enabling federal agencies to enforce these laws and communicate 
with other global agencies; broadband access across Canada; enabling online access for 
government services; lower corporate taxes; and making our companies more competitive 
and our country more attractive to foreign investment. Soon after in May of 2010, a 
consultation process tasked with “...building consensus among governments, the private 
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sector, academia and the Canadian public in developing a digital economy strategy for 
Canada” was initiated (“Government of Canada Launches National Consultations”).  
 Educational institutions in Ontario—like the rest of Canada—are being asked to 
intensify their role in Canada's digital economy, by engaging in collaborative activity 
with established industrial networks and generating the skilled labourers that will flow 
seamlessly into and perpetuate a high-tech economy. Is it the consensus that universities, 
enabled and burdened by provincial and federal government policy, should have an even 
larger stake in the commercialization of research? Is the Digital Media Zone the new 
desired template for digital media education at the post-secondary level? As the terms 
and conditions for the academic grind in Ontario slowly determine new sets of 
relationships between industry, government, and academia, the elevated role of 
administrators in the university means that much depends on administrative strategy 
within specific institutional contexts. To a growing extent, these contexts include industry 
influence in government policy, industry success or failure in clusters of production, 
strategies of monopoly capital, and a deepening importance of finance capital. Ryerson's 
Digital Media Zone exemplifies an intensification of market logics, where pivotal 
decision-making is more focused at the executive level the and day-to-day administrative 
tasks are performed by students, flexible workers par excellence. Educational concerns 
such as curricula and pedagogy correlate with successful business models.  
 Ongoing shifts within the business world leave in indelible mark on education, 
constituting “new realities” for universities that tend to be deemed absolute and 
unassailable in policy discussions. Tuition and compulsory fees are the most expensive in 
the country at an average of $7,513: In 1990, the year of the release of “People and Skills 
in the New Global Economy” by the NDP-led Ontario Premier's Council, fees averaged 
$2,105 (MacDonald and Shaker). Distinctions between the day-to-day grind within 
university programs and that of industry begin to fade at the moment that these new 
realities become the justification for an increased rate of technology and knowledge 
transfer. At a macro level, the rhetorical redefinition and positioning of “opportunity” 
within the digital economy (Opportunity for whom? For what purpose? At what cost?) 
flows between industry, government and educational institutions. As students transition 
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into workers, narratives of freedom begin to wear thin. Attempts at critically negotiating 
the terms by which universities incrementally embrace the project of game 
commercialization depend on the capacity of university administrators to access or 
respond to like-minded groups in university and indie game developer networks.  
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7. Conclusion 
 This research employed a combination of theoretical foundations in the political 
economy of media and document data to capture the state of game-related 
university/industry interaction in three regions of Canada. The project of mapping the 
fractures, hierarchies, forms of work and organization of specific class conditions of 
regional networks of institutional activity necessitated a gathering of the documented 
traces of institutional discourses, from policy documents and print media to more 
ephemeral media artifacts from online sources that illuminate how those associated with 
digital games industries connect and discuss. The composition of an ecology of the 
industrial production and reproduction of digital games reveals a key source of intra-
institutional struggle: the capacity and willingness of universities and university programs 
to remain relevant in such a shifting industry. 
 In the regional studies depicted in this dissertation, idiosyncratic cultures of 
production merge with educational discourses to produce three distinct narratives. In 
Vancouver, the momentum generated around the viability of the city as a hub for digital 
media production with access to Silicon Valley, Hollywood and the burgeoning markets 
in Asia led to the rapid development of educational programs to match a specific demand 
in local digital media industries for skilled programmers and project leaders. Marshaling 
all four of the major universities in the region in a coordinated effort, the Masters of 
Digital Media program benefited from the strident support of the B.C. government and a 
providential real estate arrangement. Faced with economic uncertainty in the video game 
market, subsequent layoffs in the local industry, and inter-regional competition, 
Vancouver's story and the fate of the Great Northern Way Campus hinges on the strategic 
position of game studios in a volatile global economy and the political will locally to 
institute a substantial tax credit system when none was required for the industry to thrive 
at its outset. This threatens the Masters of Digital Media (MDM) program's status as a 
preferred location for a professional degree that attracts students from across the globe in 
a hotbed of game development activity. Because the program curricula relies heavily on 
the involvement of digital media industries, who approach the program as clients, 
adapting to a decline of regional game production activity and a lowered demand for 
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graduates would mean reevaluating the mission of the MDM program from the ground 
up. For the moment, increasing student numbers in each cohort continue to generate 
tuition revenue, keeping the program afloat.  
 Montréal's narrative demonstrates the role of competition within an industrial 
sector, played out within college and university classrooms. In a political milieu with a 
high amount of government support for “cultural industries” using aggressive and direct 
policies, Ubisoft sought to use its status as the anchor tenant in Montreal to leverage an 
advantage regarding the hiring of in-demand workers such as animators, programmers, 
game designers at entry-level positions. The program was intended to benefit the specific 
proficiencies (in specific software tools, working on Triple-A projects) that benefited 
Ubisoft. The plan almost inevitably came under criticism by partner institutions and by 
other prominent game developers in the region. As a five-year project advocated and 
funded in part by government, the Ubisoft Campus was an experiment that implicated 
and profoundly impacted the focus and long-term plans of educational institutions 
throughout Québec. At the same time, initiatives such as Concordia's Hexagram focused 
efforts on the funding channels already active in university networks to propel research 
with a more contingent interaction with the game industry in Montreal. The intensive 
efforts by Ubisoft to solidify and centralize the scale, education and retention of trained 
workers calls into question the idea that an anchor tenant is an ideal way to grow an 
industrial sector. 
 The ramping up of tax policies in Southern Ontario, designed to match that of 
Québec, coincides with a raised rhetoric about the future of digital media production in 
Canada and an intensification of university/industry interaction. The Ontario context can 
offer insight into how universities negotiate with government, industry and society at 
large and how this process is inherently bound up with questions about the role of the 
university. Specifically, the mandate and responsiveness of Ontario universities in 
relation to the needs of industry corresponds with a historical movement toward a 
directed neoliberal policy in the province. Axelrod's research into Ontario education 
policy surmises that after World War II, government activity at the provincial level 
“...evolved from an informal approach directed to the needs of a select group to an 
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interventionist one designed to integrate a huge postsecondary educational sector into the 
marketplace” (100-101). The aggressive tax policy for the digital game industry in 
Ontario is one extension of this more interventionist approach. The Ryerson Digital 
Media Zone (DMZ), for example, represents the tendency of educational institutions to 
transform the activities of students into the activities of entrepreneurs, to the point where 
there is little distinction between the two. However, the desire of policy-makers to draw 
in larger multinational game developers only exposes the tenuous role that tax credit 
policy plays in the health of a regional industrial sector. The narrative in Ontario hinges 
on the efficacy and public support for an industrial policy in a time when austerity looms 
over every facet of life (Howlett, Austerity Budget). 
 The regional studies diverge in a number of places: the waves of industrial 
activity, the goals of government, and the context of post-secondary education are 
contingent on localized institutional networks and actors within those networks, many of 
which were interviewed as part of this research. Three major approaches to education and 
industrial growth unite the three regions. Adherence to a neoliberal paradigm has sparked 
widespread institutional change, most notably the relationship of the state to the economy 
and the state to the university. The Centre for Digital Media (CDM) in Vancouver's acute 
sensitivity to the demands of local digital media markets is an iteration of the same 
approach that brought the Ubisoft Campus to downtown Montreal and the Digital Media 
Zone to Ryerson. It is reflected in the positioning of university research networks such as 
the GRAND NCE to enable and reward industry interaction and the generation of 
intellectual property (IP). In policy matters, it is behind every argument for the need of a 
more substantial public investment  in game development, every assertion that "the 
culture of speed" is Canada's greatest digital media challenge (Canadian Digital Media 
Network).  
 Second, the reliance on the “anchor tenant” as a determining concept 
demonstrates a myopia when it comes to Triple-A game development in educational 
initiatives and government policy. For example, the basic classification of companies in 
the research conducted by the Entertainment Software Association of Canada (ESAC) in 
the Summer of 2008 reflects the classic production and distribution models of established 
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mid-size to Triple-A game developers and publishers and those companies that produce 
software such as middleware that feeds into Triple-A game production (Hickling Arthurs 
Low). Policy discourses revolve almost exclusively around the capacity for post-
secondary education to facilitate innovation, technology transfer and commercialization 
of research. The history of the games industry is one marked by boom and bust, 
dependent on private investment and highly speculative.  
 One way of decreasing the volatility of post-Fordist capital is to cultivate 
monopoly through a decrease in competition. Government supports this through 
assuming a role that supports certain economic sectors, with special tax policies in 
designated jurisdictions. The tax policies of British Columbia, Ontario, and Québec, 
targeted toward large game studios with high labour costs, offer stability and fidelity to 
the aims of multinational industry operating in a global marketplace. Universities and 
colleges are now an essential component of the promise made by regional governments, 
and have assumed a share of the risk. Third, digital games as legitimized art practices 
determine the interaction between different modes and scales of game development. Jim 
Munroe of the Hand Eye Society in Toronto describes an industry that is, at the moment, 
more symbiotic as opposed to parasitical because games have to yet been subsumed 
under layers of institutional authority. This also affects the interactions within game 
developer communities: 
Comparatively, there is much more of a sense of 'a win for one is a win for 
all', in the way that video games are looked down upon and not taken 
seriously as a medium. When a big game or a small game proves that 
wrong, people are excited about it and unified in that respect. I expect as it 
becomes more respectable you'll see more stratification and antagonism 
between different camps. At the moment, there is a feeling which is pretty 
unique (Munroe).  
Responding to the impact of outsourcing labour to other countries, in particular art and 
animation, the industry points out the value of video games as clearly defined forms of 
cultural production, something that ostensibly insulates it from widespread outsourcing, 
particularly in the design and game testing aspects of game production: “In addition to 
the fact that the global industry continues to expand, entertainment software, as several 
game production companies noted, is a product that appeals to a certain cultural audience, 
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and reflects a certain geographic perspective.” (Hickling Arthurs Low 2). This position 
taken by industry underlines the strategic benefit of stressing the cultural value of digital 
games in policy-related discussions at the regional and national level. 
 In every regional case study, initiatives generated by industry, education, and 
government demonstrate a vulnerability to shifts in regional, national and global 
economies. What appears as a monolithic, systemic, hegemonic system of institutional 
control is actually porous and susceptible to failure. The divergent government and game 
industry goals are a source of tension and instability. The neoliberal restructuring of 
British Columbia provokes tensions between the games industry and the provincial 
government with the realization that it can never be complete, and that no tax policy is 
sufficient for industry. In Montreal, the incentive-driven impulse that brought Ubisoft and 
other game developers into the city is the same impulse that compelled Ubisoft to ask for 
government funding to open the Ubisoft Campus. A similar story in Ontario is only now 
unfolding, as the government navigates between industry subsidization and the public 
interest.   
 Additionally, the inconsistency in provincial politics from regime to regime 
dilutes the effectiveness of initiatives that promote intensified industry/academic 
connectedness. The provincial politics that formed the backdrop of every regional study 
is now in a period of transition. After the electoral defeat of Jean Charest and the Liberal 
party in Québec, all projects concerning the funding of cultural industries under the 
incoming Parti Québecois government are under review, amidst a renewed cycle of 
dissent regarding the terms of education in Québec (Seidman, Summit). The Liberal party 
in British Columbia under Christy Clark continues to fend off requests by the industry to 
raise its tax credit system to the levels that companies in Ontario and Québec enjoy 
(“Vancouver Video Game Industry in Peril”). The province of Ontario is in crisis, with a 
prorogued parliament after Dalton McGuinty's sudden resignation over a pay freeze for 
all public sector workers (“Ontario's McGuinty”). The promise of stability offered by 
welcoming tax incentives persists only if the political will exists to protect and enforce 
policy. 
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 The volatility of university/industry interactions presents opportunities for 
organized networks of students, faculty, and administrators to reconfigure allegiances and 
connect with the rest of society. The the printemps érable in Québec provided such an 
opportunity, providing “an unexpected occasion for political engagement and resistance 
by a wide range of everyday people who do not customarily find themselves in the streets 
objecting to their government” (Barney). The protests and nightly casseroles marches 
aligned concerns about education policy with the economic priorities of the Québec 
government in a massive act of civil disobedience (Sorochan). What began as a 
disagreement over a $325 CDN per year raise in tuition for 5 years expanded into a wider 
protest about the exact forms of governance that made the Ubisoft Campus possible. The 
“corporatist tendency” of universities (all too evident during the printemps érable), where 
“the right to study is equated with a 'right to sustain business'”, turns the campus into a 
contested space (Lamarre). 
 The challenge according to Readings is to see the university as “the model of the 
absence of  models”, where  “the university becomes no longer a model of the ideal 
society but rather a place where the impossibility of such models can be thought—
practically thought, rather than thought under ideal conditions” (20). This contrasts 
sharply with the the top-down imposition of interdisciplinarity, where unity of the 
faculties is conflated with harmony. Responding to concerns regarding a Canada 
Excellence Research Chairs program that awarded zero winners in the social science and 
humanities in 2010, Gerri Sinclair (member of the GRAND NCE Board of Directors, 
former executive director of the Masters of Digital Media program in Vancouver and 
Special Advisor at Ryerson's Digital Media Zone) stresses the unity of university 
disciplines: “A graduate degree in the social sciences and humanities is a perfect platform 
for transformation... It seems so obvious, we are much more powerful when we harness 
both sides... Scientists need to learn to create. Arts and social science scholars need to 
learn to code” (qtd. in Church, Arts and Sciences).  
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 The examples of university/industry partnerships in this dissertation research, by 
exemplifying the instrumental and interdisciplinary tendency of new program formations 
so prized by the games industry, draw out the antagonism between “utility vs. 
uselessness; pragmatic, skill-based education vs. the pursuit of learning for learning’s 
sake”: 
Problem-focused, or instrumental, interdisciplinary research is particularly 
vulnerable to the external logic of corporate interests as it can leave 
unexamined the assumptions behind the delineation of 'problems' to be 
studied, the sources of its funding, and the social, political, and economic 
implications of the 'solutions' it offers. Here, we can see how the rubric of  
'interdisciplinarity' functions as a kind of Trojan horse, smuggling external 
political and economic interests inside the walls of the academy” (Hearn 
9). 
The digital game, described in an interview with Lynn Hughes as “the ultimate 
interdisciplinary object”, is located at the heart of this antagonism (Hughes). 
 Students, faculty, and administrators often play to to the rhetoric of innovation, 
growth, knowledge/technology transfer because those are the channels in which 
sustainable funding and the promise of employment flows. The study of video games 
within academia, especially within fields that are less positivist in orientation, must 
respond to the growing involvement of the games industry in university research and 
education. It needs to take advantage of the critical capacity for academia to raise public 
awareness of policy decisions,  point to regional issues but also fundamental global 
problems. 
 This work offers a mapping of industrial strategy, governance at provincial, 
federal, and international levels, media cultures that regulate discourses about students 
and workers, and post-Secondary administration. It is my hope that this research can be a 
useful response to the neoliberal reorganization of spaces and institutions; an addition and 
a response to some of the academic discourses influential on policy; and a critique of the 
current state of the university, where administrative networks viewed as a site of struggle 
can lead to an increased awareness of curriculum design, program structure, department 
funding models, and the flow of capital, knowledge and student labour.  
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 A number of political, economic and ideological vectors converge within the 
networked interaction between higher education and the digital games industry. These 
include the rearticulation or transformation of institutional spaces to facilitate industrial 
growth and stability, the increased reliance on untested, rerouted or reinforced funding 
flows predicated to a growing extent on private interest, the reinforcement of market-
oriented systems of administrative oversight, and the strategic legitimization of digital 
games in public discourses as institutionally validated art objects and state sanctioned 
cultural products. The effects of this process of ongoing institutional reformulation are 
destructive inasmuch as they require specific institutional changes to occur. The 
valourization of the classroom space as workplace conflates student with accessible, 
inexpensive labour unit and faculty with entrepreneur. Positive educational experiences 
are portrayed and promoted using the language of efficiency and profitability and 
knowledge transfer initiatives are held up as vital components of regional industrial 
activity. Public discourses about the legitimacy of public/private partnerships go hand in 
hand with the promotional machine of the university itself and its long-term educational 
mission. These markers of capitalist development within a neoliberal framework defer 
and offload risk in such a way as to increase the volatility of program offerings, further 
link the viability of and investment in academic programs with health of private industry, 
and destabilize the perceived value of specific program offerings and accreditation. 
Further, they reduce and downplay the spaces, contexts, and moments within higher 
learning that are not necessarily devoted to a rationality myopically geared toward 
markets and marketization. 
 However, despite the trajectory of these institutional developments, the state is 
not univocal, nor is it absolute in its application of power. A dimension of the volatility of 
the programs discussed in this research extends from the ad hoc, diverse and sometimes 
contradictory actions by those within institutional/administrative networks. Adaptive 
strategies requiring the leveraging of institutional position reveal shifting goals and 
complications within underlying political and economic contexts that cloud program 
mandates. Negotiated compliance with overarching institutional directions indicate both 
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shared and conflicting interests. The reorientation of priorities around a collective project 
uncovers rationales that promote and sustain the status quo or demonstrate an 
unwillingness to compromise principles related to education and to digital games. 
 As an entry point into university/game industry collaboration via cultures of game 
production and cultures of game play, the academic grind marks the moment where 
institutional power intersects with the wider ideological valences that deflect, modify, 
extend, or undermine a straightforward application of top-down power around central 
organizing principles of deregulation, privatization, and commercialization. It is a 
moment when tensions become clearer: between industry tax credit programs and 
education funding; between regional development and institutional legacy; between 
research and commercialization; between long-term stability and volatility. Located 
within administrative spaces, subjectivities within these institutions can detect gradients 
of either opportunity or crisis. Ultimately, the academic grind as meaningful intervention 
or mobilization of wider cultural dissent depends on the transparency, connectedness, and 
permeability of administrative networks. 
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Appendix A: Interview Questions  
Can you give me a sense of the structure of your organization and how the interaction 
with government and industry works? 
What is the demand for skilled workers like in the industry right now? Is there a specific 
skill set that has been identified as a critical need, and if so, how can government policy 
address that need? 
What are the advantages of working in your region? 
Do you still find that you need to argue for the legitimacy of video games as a medium 
for it to be taken seriously or is it enough to point to the growth and success of the video 
game industry in Canada and globally? 
How would you describe the health of the games industry globally right now, and how 
does it compare to industry activity in your region? 
In your opinion, how can policy encourage a strong, robust, and sustainable games 
industry? 
After they graduate, are students going right into the games industry? Are they moving to 
small, medium, or large developers, or are they starting their own projects? 
How has the game development scene in your region changed in the past few years? 
What kinds of connections do you try to make with industry in your region and beyond? 
Game developers in Canada predominantly work on games for international companies 
based on foreign intellectual property. Do tax credit policies make it easier to cultivate 
Canadian-owned companies developing their own IP? 
Many game development companies have started to diversify and expand from Triple-A 
style game development and more towards things like apps, mobile gaming, browser 
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games, games at a smaller scale to meet market demand. Do you see policy in Canada 
shifting to support this smaller scale of development? 
How crucial is a favourable exchange rate for game developers operating in Canada, and 
is the Canadian Dollar at parity with the American Dollar having effects within the 
industry already? Can government policy do anything to address this? 
What are the labour needs for game development right now? Is there one specific skill set 
that is in demand?  
One thing that has been written about is this idea of an “anchor tenant” in a region that 
results in a flow of knowledge and of skilled workers from the top-down. What changes 
do you see in the ecosystem of digital media development when, for instance, a company 
like Ubisoft opens a large studio in Toronto?  
Is there a tension between the comprehensiveness of a generalist education philosophy 
and the acute specialization in demand by the game industry? 
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